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ABSTRACT
This study aimed to determine the relationship between school culture and student
achievement. Elementary school teachers (N=574) from 27 schools in suburban
Seminole County, Florida completed the School Culture Triage Survey to generate a
school culture score. The participating schools were ranked and placed in categories
representing the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9), and bottom 33% (N=9) of the
population based on their culture score.
School culture data were analyzed and correlated with third grade student
achievement data, as measured by the 2007 Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT) Reading to determine if there were any relationships between (a) school culture
and student achievement; (b) the three key components of school culture (collaboration,
collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) and student achievement; and (c) principal
tenure and school culture. Additional data analysis served to determine if there were any
experiential or demographic differences among the teachers from the schools falling in
the top, middle, and bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey. To learn more
about principal beliefs with regard to school culture and student achievement, principal
interviews were conducted with some principals (N=8) from the participating schools.
Through a review of the research results and related literature, the researcher
concluded that a relationship between the overall school culture and student achievement
did not exist. Further analysis revealed that there were no relationships between student
achievement and collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy, or between
school culture and principal tenure for the schools participating in this study.
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CHAPTER ONE: PROBLEM STATEMENT AND DESIGN COMPONENTS

Introduction
The American people and the public education system have long been wrapped up
in a web of controversial issues surrounding the state of education. While the quality of
American public education has consistently been up for debate, many new heated
discussions arose following current President Bush’s enactment of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001. This educational reform act was “designed to improve student
achievement and change the culture of America's schools” and with it came many new
standards and accountability issues for the public school system (U. S. Department of
Education, 2004a).
In an effort to meet these new standards, enhance student achievement, and
prepare students for the competition of the global market, American public schools
initiated numerous reform movements. The focus of these movements included the
implementation of rigorous curricula, research-based instructional models, alternative
educational settings, and the intertwining of corporate America and public education
through school choice and privatization. Many of these reforms incorporated high stakes
evaluations and fostered competitive environments among schools. In most instances,
these reforms ignored what Wagner and Masden-Copas (2002) referred to as the ‘missing
link’ often overlooked when addressing school improvements and student achievement:
culture (p. 42).
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Researchers argue that school culture, both positive and negative, is a crucial
component of any reform movement, and the role it plays in student achievement often
goes unnoticed (Barth, 2002; Beaudoin & Taylor, 2004; Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002;
Gallego, Hollingsworth, & Whiteneck, 2001; Peterson & Deal, 1998; Wagner & MasdenCopas, 2002). As attention to student achievement and preparation for success in the
global market expands, educational reforms will continue to be initiated. However,
several researchers argued that school reform, devoid of focus on the transformation of
the educational culture of the classroom, school, or district, will not succeed (Deal &
Peterson, 1999, 2002; Gallego, Hollingsworth, & Whiteneck, 2001; MacNeil, 2005;
Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002). An organization’s culture, and subsequent climate,
impacts the school community, the quality of leadership, relationships among the school
population, and the ability to work together toward improvement, achievement, and
overall school success.

Statement of the Problem
Through identifying school culture using the School Culture Triage Survey,
ranking this school culture in the top, middle, and bottom 33%, and looking at the
relationships between these rankings and student achievement, this study served to
determine the extent to which the health of a school, its culture, is related to student
achievement. Further analysis sought to define how each of the key components:
collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy contributed to student
achievement, how principal tenure was related to school culture, and examine the role
2

that demographics and experience played in the school culture rankings. Additional data
collection through follow-up principal interviews served to reveal more about principal
beliefs regarding the relationship between school culture and student achievement.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to further investigate the link between school
culture and student achievement as measured by the 2007 Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test (FCAT) Reading component. Since student achievement and educator
accountability for student achievement are at the forefront of today’s reform movements,
this study sought to investigate how school culture specifically relates to the reading
achievement of third grade students taking the FCAT and scoring a level 3 and above,
thus reaching proficiently. The significance of proficiency in student achievement and
educator accountability have dominated modern school reform, consequently shifting the
focus of attention on school culture and its role and impact on student growth to the
background. This notion conflicts with the current eagerness to implement new reform
measures in today’s public schools as supported by Hinde (2004) who stated “the bottom
line for school change is that in order for any change to be effected it must correspond to
the culture of the school” (p. 4).
A dissertation completed by Cunningham (2003) identified a strong relationship
between school culture and student achievement in elementary schools. Specifically, she
noted that “schools with higher scores on the School Culture Survey also had higher
percentages of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2002-2003 fourth grade
3

FCAT Reading,” while “those schools with lower scores on the School Culture Survey
had lower percentages of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the …FCAT Reading”
(p. 86). These findings support the notion that school culture relates to student
achievement outcomes, thus reinforcing the need to further investigate the effects of
culture on student achievement.
This study is a replication of Cunningham’s research (2003) with some
modifications. Cunningham’s study was completed in the Orange County Public School
System, Orlando, Florida. This urban school district is the fifth largest of Florida’s 67
public school districts, and the 15th largest in the nation. Cunningham’s dissertation
focused on the culture of the elementary schools in this district and its relationship to the
academic performance of fourth grade students taking the reading section of the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) in 2002.
This study shared an identical purpose while focusing on the culture of the
elementary schools and the proficiency of third grade students taking the 2007 FCAT
Reading in the neighboring public school system of Seminole County Public Schools,
Sanford, Florida. This district has varying demographics, is about one-third the size of
the district in the original study, and has devoted resources to the topic of school culture
through the development of a school mentor program. Furthermore, schools have
become more skillful in preparing for the FCAT so the continued relationship between
school culture and results on the measure may be different. In addition to Cunningham’s
exploration of the relationship between culture and student achievement with regard to
the years of experience, racial diversity, and gender of the elementary school teachers,
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this study sought to identify the roles that the highest level of degree earned and teacher
certification play in this relationship. Additional research sought to identify how the
tenure of the supervising principal at his/her current school placement relates to the
school’s culture, as well as further investigated principal’s perspectives regarding school
culture.

Definition of Terms
Alternative Certification - The means of obtaining a teaching certificate that is a
departure from the traditional undergraduate route through teacher education
programs offered at colleges and universities.
Affiliation – A component of collegiality, affiliation is “when relationships between all
Members of the school community demonstrate harmony, respect, mutual
support, and enjoyment of each other’s company” (Philips & Wagner, 2003, p.
5).
Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) – “An individual state’s measure of progress toward the
goal of 100 percent of students achieving to state academic standards in at least
reading/language arts and math. It sets the minimum level of proficiency that the
state, its school districts, and schools must achieve each year on annual tests and
related academic indicators” (U.S. Department of Education, 2008,
http://www.ed.gov/nclb/accountability/ayp/edpicks.jhtml?src=az).
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Collaboration - To work together, especially in a joint intellectual effort (American
Heritage Dictionary, 2006). A component of collegiality, in the school setting it
is “the degree to which staff members work together to solve professional issues,
and to encourage and inspire each other” (Phillips & Wagner, 2003, p. 5).
Collaborative Culture – Cultures whereby the basic norms, values, assumptions,
and beliefs of the members of the culture foster high levels of collegiality and
collaboration (Peterson, 1994).
Collegiality - Cooperative interaction among colleagues (Dictionary.com, 2006).
Collegiality is comprised of professional collaboration and affiliation and exists
when people feel valued and included (Phillips & Wagner, 2003).
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) - The FCAT is a test given to Florida
students in grades three through ten to measure what they know and are able to
accomplish in reading, writing, mathematics, and science. Designed as part of
Florida’s plan to improve student achievement, the FCAT measures student
achievement on Florida’s education content standards, called the Sunshine State
Standards (Florida Department of Education, 2004).
FCAT Proficiency – The FCAT scores are reported as one of five achievement levels,
numbered 1-5. Students scoring at level 3 and above on the FCAT are considered
on grade level and proficient readers. Students scoring at level 1 or 2 are
considered below-grade level and may be subject to retention.
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No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) – “A landmark in education reform designed
to improve student achievement and change the culture of America’s
schools…With the passage of No Child Left Behind, Congress reauthorized the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) – the principal federal law
affecting education from kindergarten through high school” (U. S. Department of
Education, 2005, http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/index.html).
Organizational Climate – “Atmosphere, personality, tone, or ethos…the characteristics of
the total environment” (Owens & Valesky, 2004, p.187).
Organizational Culture – “A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as
it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has
worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new
members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those
problems” (Schein, 1992, p. 12). Also noted referred to as ‘the way we do things
around here’ (Deal & Peterson, 1999).
Proficiency – “Skillfulness in the command of fundamentals deriving from practice and
familiarity” (Dictionary.com).
School Climate - The shared perceptions of the behaviors of the members of the school or
organization (MacNeil, 2005).
School Culture – “Beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors which characterize a school” (Phillips,
1993, p.1).
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Self-Determination/Efficacy – “People's beliefs about their capabilities to produce
designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect
their lives (Bandura, 1994, p.71). In the context of schools, “efficacy is
demonstrated when staff members work to improve their skills as true
professionals, and not because they see themselves as helpless members of a
large, uncaring bureaucracy” (Phillips & Wagner, 2003, p. 7).
Student Achievement – A student’s demonstration of accomplishment on the Florida
Sunshine State Standards as measured by performance on the Florida
Comprehensive Achievement Test.
Traditional Certification - The means of obtaining a teaching certificate through
successful completion of a traditional undergraduate teacher education program
offered at a colleges or university.

Limitations
The results for this study were limited to the accuracy and thoroughness of the
participants when responding to the self-administered survey and the follow-up
interviews by the researcher. Further limitations fell under the collection and assessment
of student achievement data as obtained through the FCAT Reading Test and posted on
the Florida Department of Education website.
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Delimitations
This study was delimited to the collection and analysis of data obtained through
the responses of all identified elementary school teachers and administrators employed by
Seminole County Public Schools, Seminole County, Florida during the 2006-2007 school
year. The respondents utilized a self-administered survey instrument to document their
answers. Additional responses were collected through interviews with eight
administrators whose school culture scores represented a sampling across the means.

Assumptions
The specific assumptions of this study were:
1. It was assumed that the respondents were teachers employed by Seminole
County Public Schools during the 2006-2007 school year.
2. It was assumed that the participants responded accurately and honestly to the
questions on the School Culture Triage Survey.
3. It was assumed that the survey sample was representative of the population of
elementary school teachers and administrators employed by Seminole County
Public Schools.
4. It was assumed that the administrators selected for follow-up interviews
accurately and thoroughly responded to the questions.
5. It was assumed that the survey instrument, School Culture Triage Survey, was
valid and reliable and was suitable for determining the culture of a school.
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6. It was assumed that the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)
adequately measured student achievement.

Significance of the Study
A 2002 national longitudinal study of 72,000 students followed from 7th through
12th grades revealed that “a good classroom, managed by caring adults is ‘the single most
important’ factor affecting students’ sense of well being” (Brucato, 2005, p. 4). This
statistic offered telling information about the importance of school culture and climate
with regard to how students’ perceive school, and subsequently their ability to achieve
success in school.
School culture and climate lay the groundwork for how individuals feel when they
walk into a school building. These feelings, both positive and negative, can become the
driving force behind how people behave, respond to school, and ultimately how
motivated they are to achieve success. These behaviors associated with culture, climate,
and the numerous other variables outlined throughout this research study, play a vital role
in shaping the culture of the school. It was hoped that the results of this study would
further contribute to the plethora of research that suggests the need to focus on school
culture when addressing the achievement and success of student learning. Furthermore,
the researcher anticipated that the information obtained through the interview component
of the data collection process would yield positive findings with regard to assessing and
implementing programs to enhance the school culture and climate, thus positively
impacting student achievement.
10

Conceptual Framework
In an effort to achieve the new challenges and standards set forth by the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001, numerous reform movements have been established. States and
school districts have placed their curriculum and the subsequent instructional methods
necessary for implementation under the microscope in order to improve the quality and
efficiency of education. Professional development offices and programs have become
infused with new initiatives designed to improve reading, math, and overall student
achievement. Districts have introduced alternative educational settings such as charter
and voucher programs, and the government has increased its interest in the
encouragement of school choice programs through its push towards privatization and forprofit educational management organizations (U. S. Department of Education, 2002;
Goldwater Institute, 2004; Levin, 2003).
According to Gallego, Hollingsworth, and Whiteneck (2001), there is a wealth of
school reform literature to support the notion that the American public believes schools
are in need of reform. Although policymakers, schools, and the American public in
general have been striving to make schools better through legislative implementations
and other reform movements, several researchers argue that this type of school reform,
devoid of focus on the transformation of the educational culture of the classroom, school,
or district, will not succeed (Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; Gallego, Hollingsworth, &
Whiteneck, 2001; MacNeil, 2005; Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002).
Deal and Peterson (2002) maintained that the newly tightened standards,
increased accountability, and widespread use of rewards and restrictions are short term
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solutions. Arguing that these practices aim to raise student achievement and test scores
through the use of pressure and secondary procedures rather than addressing the factors
that affect schools, they stated that, “in the long term, such external demands will never
rival the power of cultural expectations, motivations, and values” (Deal & Peterson,
2002, p. 7).

Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1.

To what extent do schools scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey differ on: (a) total
years of teaching experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching
experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level of degree earned;
(d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of the
teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.

2. What relationship, if any, exists between the overall school culture as
measured by the School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement as
measured by the percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and
above on the 2007 FCAT Reading?
3. What relationships, if any, exist between each of the three key areas of
school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy)
and student achievement? School culture is measured by the School Culture
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Triage Survey. Student achievement is measured by the percentage of third
grade students scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
4. What relationship, if any, exists between a principal’s tenure at a particular
school and school culture as measured by the School Culture Triage
Survey?

The following interview questions were asked of principals from the participating
schools:
1. To what do you attribute your school culture?
2. What have you done to shape the culture of the school?
3. What are the targets you have for continuing to foster and develop a healthy
school culture?
4. To what extent do you feel school culture impacts student achievement?
5. To what extent does student achievement impact school culture?

Population
The target population for this study included all elementary teachers employed by
Seminole County Public Schools in Seminole County, Florida during the 2006-2007
school year. This population consisted of approximately 1250 teachers in 37 elementary
schools across the county. After distribution and completion of the survey instrument,
the population for this study included teachers (N=574) from 27 schools (73%).
Additional information was gathered through a brief interview with eight principals from
13

the participating elementary schools. These administrators were invited to participate in
the interview following the collection and analysis of data.

Instrumentation
School culture data from Seminole County, Florida elementary school teachers
were collected through completion of a slightly modified version of Wagner and
Masden-Copas’ (2002) School Culture Triage Survey (Appendix B). Permission to use
this instrument was obtained by the researcher from one of its authors, Dr. Christopher
Wagner of the Center for Improving School Culture (Appendix A). The instrument
consisted of 23 items in total. For the purpose of this study, the initial 17 survey items
were unchanged from the authors’ original instrument, while six additional questions
soliciting demographic information were added by the researcher.
Additional data were collected through interviews with participating principals.
The interview questions were developed after an analysis of the school culture data was
complete. They focused on the administrator’s beliefs about school culture, the role it
plays in student achievement, and the extent to which they believe it contributes to their
school’s success.
Both the teacher and principal respondents were informed that their answer
choices were confidential and at no time were teachers asked to provide their names. To
further ensure confidentiality, each school’s survey instruments were coded with a
number assigned by the researcher in order to identify participating schools.
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Data Collection
Participant contact for data collection was initiated during a brief presentation at a
district-wide elementary principal’s meeting. Following receipt of permission from the
Seminole County Public Schools’ Office of School Improvement (Appendix K) and the
executive directors for elementary education (Appendix L), the research materials were
distributed at a monthly elementary principal’s meeting. Each elementary principal
received a research information packet which included detailed information about the
research study, and the survey instrument to be distributed to teachers (Appendices B, C,
D, & E). These information packets included all the necessary consent documentation
which served to provide details about respondent participation, the confidential nature of
the study, and information about data reporting process. Because the survey instrument
was being passed down to the teachers via the elementary school principal, the research
packets contained additional consent information for each supervising principal to
review. As a means of thanking the principals for considering participation in the
research study, each research packet also included a complimentary copy of Phillips and
Wagner’s (2003) text, School Culture Assessment: A Manual for Addressing and
Transforming School-Classroom Culture to use for their own school culture research.
Following the initial contact and delivery of survey instruments, the researcher
monitored the status of participation for each elementary school. A few follow-up
questions about the return of materials were initiated by the participants. After gathering
the data and completing an initial analysis to determine a relationship between school
culture scores and student achievement, the researcher chose eight principals from the
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participating schools to participate in a follow-up interview. These principals were
chosen to represent a sample from each of the three groups of schools; those falling in the
top 33%, middle 33%, and bottom 33% according to their culture score on the School
Culture Triage Survey. A sample of administrators (N=8) from these schools were
contacted about participating in a brief interview in an effort to garner more information
about how they specifically felt about school culture. Through gathering this qualitative
data in addition to the quantitative data obtained from the survey instrument, the
researcher hoped to better understand how culture influenced the participating schools
and their achievement gains. Administrators from the participating schools were
contacted again upon final completion of this study. This contact was established with
the purpose of thanking them for their participation and alerting them to the fact that the
research results were ready for review if they wished to follow-up on the study. The
offer was extended as an opportunity to review the final, cumulative research results.
Due to research procedures associated with anonymity and confidentiality, participating
schools were not informed about their individual school culture outcomes.

Data Analysis
At the conclusion of the survey window, the results were hand-entered into a
spreadsheet designed to tally results for each participating elementary school. This
spreadsheet data was completed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences, Version
11.5 (SPSS). Further analysis was completed in an effort to determine which schools
comprised the top 33%, the middle 33%, and bottom 33%. Student achievement data
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were obtained from Seminole County’s third grade students taking Florida’s FCAT
Reading during the 2006-2007 school year. These data were entered into SPSS and
analyzed to determine how a school’s culture and the percentage of students student’s
scoring at level 3 and above on the FCAT Reading Test were related. A Pearson’s
Product Moment Correlation was used to determine if a relationship existed between the
overall school culture and student achievement. Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation
was also run to establish what, if any, relationships existed between the three key areas of
school culture and student achievement, as well as the relationship between principal
tenure and school culture. Further descriptive statistics were run to uncover the role that
specific experiences and demographics played throughout the ranked schools. The data
inquiry included an analysis of the relationships between a school’s score on the School
Culture Triage Survey and the variables of (a) total years of teaching experience of
teachers; (b) years of teaching experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level
of degree earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of
the teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.

Organization of the Study
Chapter 1 of this study sought to introduce the topic, outline the problem,
purpose, and research questions, as well as provide information about the research
methodology. Chapter 2 provides the reader with an in-depth review of literature and
additional relevant research on the study topic. The specific data collection procedures
and methods of data analysis are outlined in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4 the results of the
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data analysis are thoroughly presented, and Chapter 5 provides a summary discussion of
the findings, implications for practice, and suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
This chapter was designed to provide the reader with a detailed foundation for the
elements and functions of organizational and school cultures. A clear understanding
about the constructs of culture is central to the reader’s ability to grasp the function
culture plays within organizations, specifically schools.
This chapter is composed of five distinct sections, one providing the
underpinning for the next. Contained within some sections, are sub-sections designed to
present more explicit information on the topics. The first section of this chapter provides
a succinct explanation of the school reform initiatives currently in place, and works to set
the tone for the necessity of further exploration of school culture. The second section
supplies the reader with knowledge about the concept of organizational culture. Within
this section, the reader is exposed to the definitions, functions, elements, and performance
outcomes associated with organizational culture. The next section presents details about
school culture and the resulting impact it has on schools and student achievement. The
role of the leader in establishing and sustaining school culture is the focus of the fifth
section, while the sixth and last section was included to provide background information
about the accountability systems and student achievement measures in place in Florida,
the location for the present study.
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School Reform Initiatives and the Study of Organizational Culture
Since the establishment of public education during the early colonial period,
America has provided a free and public education for its people with the mission of
ensuring national unity, increasing opportunities for socio-economic mobility, and
educating the succeeding generations of young people with the skills necessary to thrive
in the democracy that is America (Hlebowitsh & Tellez, 1997; Public Broadcasting
System, 2001). In the years since, Americans have witnessed many reforms in the public
school system. These reforms have included, but are not limited to, altered and improved
methods of instruction, additions and deletions to the core curriculum, and
transformations to the overall operations and management of public schools (Public
Broadcasting System, 2001; Ravitch, 1983; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Although
educational reform and continuous alterations have become commonplace in the public
education system, it appears that the original goal of promoting educational excellence
for all Americans has remained intact (US Department of Education, 2004b).
Since its inception, the American public school system has operated as a
governmental agency managed in combination by federal, state, and local authorities.
This system, amended through the years to include all individuals, has continuously
sought to meet the changing needs of America’s youth and further improve student
achievement (Public Broadcasting System, 2001; Ravitch, 1983; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).
Although the public education system has faced many obstacles since its establishment,
events of the past 25 years have been especially pressing. With the release of A Nation at
Risk (1983), Goals 2000, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the state of public
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education has been increasingly subject to criticism. The magnitude of this judgment has
at times led to the notion that education as a public enterprise could potentially be in
jeopardy (Public Broadcasting System, 2001; Ravitch, 1983; Tyack & Cuban, 1995; US
Department of Education, 1994).
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, often referred to as NCLB, served to
establish new educational policies in an effort to increase student academic achievement,
as well as require states and schools to be more accountable for their students’ learning
(ECS, 2004; Education Week, 2004a; US Department of Education, 2004a; 2004b).
Signed into law in 2002 as a reauthorization to the 1965 and 1994 Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, this piece of legislation outlined the federal government’s
expectations and goals for educating America’s youth (Education Week, 2004a). The bill
focused on the execution of set policies designed to ensure that public schools are making
strides to improve annual student achievement, as well as ensure that state education
systems are addressing the student’s and public’s educational needs. The tenets at the
forefront of NCLB include annual testing to demonstrate achievement at a “proficient”
level, implementation of “scientific, research-based” curriculum, employment of “highlyqualified” teachers, and annual reporting of progress in regards to overall achievement by
students in various sub groupings (ECS, 2004; Education Week, 2004a).
In addition to creating standards and evaluation methods to increase student
achievement, NCLB was designed to ensure accountability by states and schools (US
Department of Education, 2004a, 2004b). These accountability measures were evident in
the bill’s requirement that schools show Annual Yearly Progress, or AYP (Education
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Week, 2004a). If AYP is not met, then schools are subjected to several levels of support
and consequences. These AYP conditions were designed to help student’s increase their
academic achievement, as well as drive schools to improve their services. If a school
does not show AYP, then the program stipulations may require schools to make
provisions for “supplemental educational services,” such as private tutoring and
curricular assistance (Loschert, O’Neil, & Winans, 2004). After repeated failures to
make AYP, schools will have to allow students and parents the option to choose another
public or charter school in the district, or they may be required to provide students with a
tuition voucher to attend a private school. Finally, if after several attempts to show AYP
fail, a school may be subjected to a governance takeover. This change in control could
include a transfer of school authority from public administration and management to
management by a private company (ECS, 2004; Education Week, 2004a; U.S.
Department of Education, 2004b).
Although only a brief tutorial, after previewing the abovementioned educational
reforms and legislation shaping today’s public education system, it is hoped that one can
better understand the high stakes arena that educational stakeholders are currently
positioned in. Faced with the yearly demonstration of successful academic proficiency
and achievement gains by all students, schools and their leaders are initiating
instructional and curriculum changes across the board. These changes have created
increased needs for professional development, instructional techniques to meet all
learners, and highly skilled educational leaders prepared to positively facilitate the
change process.

However, numerous researchers would agree that these changes,
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attempted in the absence of consideration for an organization’s culture, will not be
successful (Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; Gallego, Hollingsworth, & Whiteneck, 2001;
MacNeil, 2005; Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002).
In support of this belief are the research findings of Wood, Lawrenz, Huffman,
and Schulz (2006). In a study seeking to investigate which school-level variables, at the
principal, teacher, and student level, would most affect student achievement in the area of
science, the researchers found that “none of the variables showed any predictive
relationships with student achievement” (p. 237). This finding, coupled with the fact that
each level of responding participants, principals, teachers, and students, offered a
different view of the school environment, suggested that:
Current federal policies, such as NCLB, are inappropriate and
unlikely to lead to improvements in science education in the USA
and also suggests that further investigation of school culture is
needed to determine appropriate changes that might lead to real
improvements in achievement (Wood, Lawrenz, Huffman,
& Schulz, p. 251).
The results of this study reinforced the need to delve deeper into the notion that
organizational culture, specifically school culture, plays a vital role in the academic
achievement of America’s students.

Organizational Culture
The Definition and Function of Culture
Deal and Kennedy (1982) asserted that understanding culture is significant
because “a strong culture is a powerful lever for guiding behavior; it helps employees do
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their jobs a little better, especially in two ways” (p. 15). First, these researchers claimed
that a strong culture is a system whereby members of an organization are aware of the
informal rules of how they are to act most of the time. They contended little time is
wasted by employees who know what is expected of them, thus efficiency is maximized.
Secondly, Deal and Kennedy maintained that “a strong culture enables people to feel
better about what they do, so they are more likely to work harder” (p. 16).
The definition of culture cannot be isolated into a few clear-cut, fine-tuned words
and phrases, rather culture, when related to schools, businesses, and organizations as a
whole can encompass several connotations. Put simply, the culture of an organization
brings meaning to the phrases ‘who we are’ and ‘the way we do things around here’
(Barth, 2001, 2002; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Goldring, 2002; MacNeil, 2005). As early as
1932, Willard Waller, an educational sociologist, recognized a school’s culture as an
entity with set rituals and morals, which serves to shape relationships and behavior (Deal
& Peterson, 2002). Ouchi (1981) saw culture as “systems, ceremonies, and myths that
communicate the underlying values and beliefs of the organization to it employees,” (p.
41), whereas Lorsch (1985) defined culture as “the beliefs top managers in a company
share about how they should manage themselves and others” (p. 84). Hoy, Tarter, and
Kottkamp (1991) cited Wilkins and Patterson’s belief that “an organization’s culture
consists largely of what people believe about what works and what does not,” whereas
the same authors quoted Martin as stating, “culture is an expression of people’s deepest
needs, a means of endowing their experiences with meaning” (p. 5).
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Although there appears to be some variation in semantics when determining a
definition for culture, some common ground has been established. This shared position
suggests that culture embodies a complex web of norms, values, traditions, beliefs,
behaviors, ceremonies, rituals, myths, and symbols, which are embedded within the heart
of an organization (Barth, 2001, 2002; Bolman & Deal, 1997; Deal & Peterson, 1999,
2002; Peterson & Deal, 1998). Peterson and Deal asserted that this concept of culture
has been “built up over time as people work together, solve problems, and confront
challenges” and that “this set of informal expectations and values shapes how people
think, feel, and act in schools…binding schools together and making them special” (p.
28). They further contended that “school culture influences what people pay attention to
(focus), how they identify with the school (commitment), how hard they work
(motivation), and the degree to which they achieve their goals (productivity)” (Deal &
Peterson, 2002, p. 10). Regardless of which vocabulary word or expression is used to
convey the meaning of culture, Bolman and Deal (1997) summarized culture as “both a
product and a process. As a product, it embodies accumulated wisdom from those who
came before us. As a process, it is continually renewed and re-created as newcomers
learn the old ways and eventually become teachers themselves” (p. 217).
In addition to defining culture, it is important to understand what strong cultures
consist of and how they function within organizations. Schein (1999) stated that “culture
is a property of a group. Wherever a group has enough common experience, a culture
begins to form” (p.13). This statement reinforces the idea that culture is omnipresent; it
exists in every enterprise at every level. Culture is evident in the decisions of individual
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leaders, through the behaviors of small groups, and in the mottos of large corporations.
Organizational culture arises from the actions, feelings, and ideas of the individuals in a
group, as well as the individuals themselves. Since each individual brings their own
particular experiences to the group domain, in many ways organizational culture is the
meshing of individual cultures into a shared culture of the organization as a whole
(Schein, 1999).
Robbins (1989) did extensive research on the role of culture in organizations,
focusing specifically on the function culture plays in organizations. Robbins’ research
uncovered six important functions performed by an organization’s culture. These
functions of culture included: (a) a boundary-definer and an element that distinguishes
one organization from another; (b) a creator of an organization’s identity; (c) a facilitator
in the establishment of group commitment; (d) a stabilizer of the social system; (e) a
bond that holds the organization together and sets the standard for behavior; and (f) a
mechanism that leads and shapes the opinions and actions of the organization’s members
(p. 472).
As an appendage to Robbins’ (1989) findings on cultural functions, Schein (1985)
as cited by Kilman, Saxton, and Serpa (1985), found that in order for culture to function
effectively within an organization, a group must have six features in common. These
features were (a) a common language and shared concepts; (b) a method of recruitment
and training of members; (c) a way of distributing power, status, and resources; (d) a
shared climate; (e) criteria for rewards and consequences; and (f) coping strategies when
the organization hits turbulent or unpredictable times (p.20 ). Schein (1985) noted that
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these features, along with external issues inherent in any organization, such as a mission,
a means of accomplishing said mission, and analysis and renovation of the mission as
needed, must be present and commonly shared amongst the members in order for a
positive organizational culture to flourish.

The Distinction between Culture and Climate
The terms culture and climate are often used interchangeably in educational and
organizational settings, nonetheless researchers have determined that there is a distinction
between the two, however slight it may be (MacNeil, 2005). Hoy, Tarter, and Kottkamp
(1991) differentiated culture and climate through discerning their intellectual traditions.
They believed that the components of culture, primarily shared assumptions, came from
anthropological and sociological viewpoints, while the features of climate, notably shared
perceptions, were more aligned with a psychological perspective. Plainly defined, the
study of culture focuses on the shared values, norms, and assumptions as they relate to
the social structure within the whole organization, whereas climate is “defined by the
shared perceptions of the behaviors of the members of the school or organization”
(MacNeil, p. 295). Although miniscule, MacNeil noted Hoy and Feldman’s belief that
“this difference is meaningful and crucial because shared perceptions of behavior are
more readily measured than shared values” (p. 295). Because of this, and the fact that
measurements for climate are more descriptive and less symbolic than the shared values
used to decipher culture, climate appears to be the paradigm more often used when
evaluating a school’s organizational health (MacNeil).
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When reviewing the distinction between culture and climate one would be remiss
to not take a moment to reflect on the argument that one of these constructs, culture or
climate, may be considered a superior measure over the other when determining
organizational health. As with most things, researchers share varying opinions on this
subject. Hoy and Tarter (1997) asserted that “both concepts are attempts to identify
significant properties of organizations,” (p. 6); however they contended that culture is not
easily described or measured without the trained expertise of an anthropologist. Hoy and
Hoy (2006) felt that climate could be visualized and analyzed from a variety of
perspectives, thus making it more manageable to study.
In deference to the ease of measurement when studying climate, many researchers
have still felt that determining a link between culture and performance and impact was a
suitable choice (Collins & Porras, 1994; Cunningham 2003; Deal & Peterson, 1999;
2002; Goldring, 2002; Hansen & Child, 1998; Kotter & Heskett, 1992; Melton-Shutt,
2004; Phillips & Wagner, 2003; Schein, 1985, 1992, 1999). These research decisions
have been based on the fact that there is a direct link between the climate and culture of
organization as an organization’s climate is a product of the overall culture (Hoy &
Tarter, 1997; MacNeil, 2005; Owens & Valesky, 2007). When overcoming the concerns
for properly measuring organizational culture, researchers in many instances have chosen
to use qualitative research, sometime in combination with quantitative measures, in order
“to talk at length with people; to find out what they think is important to talk about; to
hear the language they use; and to discover the symbols that reveal their assumptions”
(Owens & Valesky, p. 205).
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Although the difference between a school’s culture and climate has been
established, one must understand how each construct impacts the other. Since culture
embodies the overall atmosphere and social structure of a school, it is often described
using metaphors and analogies (Deal & Peterson, 1999; MacNeil, 2005). Popular
organizational descriptions of culture, which can clearly communicate what is good or
bad, healthy or unhealthy about an organization, include images of schools as theaters,
factories, prisons, and machines (MacNeil). These metaphors directly impact the climate,
or behaviors that define a school. MacNeil described climate as “the heart and soul of the
school and the essences of the school that draws teachers and students to love the school
and want to be a part of it” (p. 295). Consequently, he noted that culture that is viewed as
negative or communicates too much of a business oriented metaphor will have a negative
impact on the climate and daily interactions of the school, while a positive culture fosters
a positive climate. When determining the health of a school, both culture and climate can
be examined. These components may be combined, looked at separately, compared to
one another, or observed within a relationship to or with other variables.
This literature review focused primarily on culture and its effect on schools;
however, since the concept of climate is a direct outcome of school culture, the two terms
will intertwine at times, leaving little distinction between them other than to note their
powerful effects on schools, leadership, and achievement.
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The Elements of Organizational Culture
In their text, Organizational Behavior in Education, Owens and Valesky (2007)
devoted an entire chapter to the concept of organizational culture in an effort to educate
future school leaders on the importance of the topic. In this chapter, they summarized
Schein’s assertion that organizational culture is “the body of solutions to external and
internal problems that has worked consistently for a group and that is, therefore, taught to
new members as the correct way to perceive, think about, and feel in relation to those
problems” (p. 192). Through a review of this statement and the preceding definitions and
functions of culture, one can deduce that culture’s existence within organizations can be
quite influential, and can deeply impact an organization’s livelihood, as well as the
relationships of its members.
The concept of organizational culture has been thoroughly researched
throughout history (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; Peters &
Waterman, 1982; Schein, 1985, 1992, 1999). In addition to forming a definition for
organizational culture, researchers have worked to learn more about this essential
organizational component. These research inquiries have included, but are not limited to,
the identification of various components of culture, determinations about how culture
positively and negatively impacts organizations, the role of leaders in establishing and
maintaining culture, and techniques for changing the culture to meet organizational
needs. The purpose of these research inquiries can be reinforced through Schein’s
(1999) belief that organizational culture “matters because cultural elements determine
strategy, goals, and modes of operating” (Schein, 1999, p. 14).
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The constructs of organizational culture have been published by numerous
researchers and are found to be as varied in depth and breadth as the researchers
themselves. Schein (1992; 1999) identified three levels of culture ranging from explicit,
visible, and tangible artifacts, to assumptions, which are considered implicit and more
difficult to decipher. These levels of culture included: (a) artifacts; (b) espoused values;
and (c) shared tacit, or basic, assumptions. The first level, artifacts, included concrete,
physical, and observable aspects of organizations, such as the physical environment,
products, the manner of dress, methods of communication, and use of myths, rituals, and
ceremonies. These organizational attributes are concrete and easily observed; however,
their meaning may be difficult to interpret. The next level, espoused values, focused on
how individual values of people in organizations can become infused in the values of the
organizations as a whole once similar assumptions have been established. Shared tacit,
or basic assumptions, comprised the third level of Schein’s components of culture.
Understanding this level of culture was deemed especially important in Schein’s (1992)
research. He asserted that
If one does not decipher the pattern of basic assumptions that
may be operating, one will not know how to interpret the artifacts
correctly or how much credence to give to the articulated values.
In other words, the essence of culture lies in the pattern of basic
underlying assumptions, and once one understands those, one can
easily understand the other more surface levels and deal
appropriately with them (p. 26).
Leaders in research on organizational culture, Bolman and Deal (1997) provided
their input on the subject in their book, Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and
Leadership. Through their research, Bolman and Deal worked to “make sense of
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organizations” (p. 13). In doing so, they found that organizations could be categorized
into four frames, or perspectives. They contended that leaders regularly use these frames
as lenses through which organizational decisions are made, thus ultimately impacting the
mission of the organization. Of these four frames, structural, human resource, political,
and symbolic, the fourth one, symbolic, was heavily rooted in the function that culture
plays within organizations. This frame’s foundation and constructs brought attention to
the culture of organizations.
The symbolic frame perceived life as always flowing, changeable, and
unpredictable. Symbols and meaning within an organization were born at the hands of
the leaders, decision-makers, and constituents of the organization. They helped define
the members of the organization, as well as guide its functions. More specifically, the
symbolic frame focused on symbols and how they influence and shape an organization.
Bolman and Deal (1997) asserted that there were five different types of symbols within
organizations. These symbols included: (a) myths, which explain and express the
meaning behind the story; (b) stories and fairy tales that provide reassurance and hope, as
well as give information and values to bring about tradition; (c) rituals, developed to give
structure and meaning to everyday life; (d) ceremonies are infrequent events held to mark
special occasions that serve to “socialize, stabilize, reassure, and convey messages” (p.
227); and (e) metaphor, humor, and play, are used as amusement to explain and
overcome difficult issues.
These symbols, such as mottos, logos, and figures, had been known to provide
direction and support to the organization and its members in times of doubt, define
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character, and create an organization’s identity. Furthermore, the use of symbols helped
the organization “find meaning in chaos, clarity in confusion, and predictability in
mystery” (Bolman & Deal, 1997, p. 219). Entwined with the concepts of meaning, faith,
and belief, the symbolic framework attempted to explain and clarify the meanings and
values that give powerful life to symbols inherent in organizations (Bolman & Deal).
Additionally, symbols play an important role in determining and defining an
organization’s culture, “the interwoven pattern of beliefs, values, practices, and artifacts
that define for members who they are and how they are to do things” (Bolman & Deal, p.
217).
The basic concepts presented in the symbolic framework were supported by ideas
and beliefs of several other disciplines of work, including anthropology, sociology,
political science, and the study of organizational theory (Bolman & Deal, 1997). Each of
these fields of study have examined how symbols impact and/or control culture and
human responses. The symbolic frame included six core assumptions. These
assumptions were 1) an event’s meaning is more important than actual event; 2) people
interpret experiences in a variety of ways, so events can have multiple meanings; 3) life’s
unclear and tentative, so questions related to what, why, and what is next remain obscure;
4) uncertainty and ambiguity often undermined rational analysis, problem solving, and
decision making; 5) when uncertainty and ambiguity are present, organizations and
individuals created symbols to help restore stability, provide direction and support,
increase predictability, and secure hope and; 6) what was expressed and processed in an
event is more important that what was produced (Bolman & Deal).
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Further research was conducted by Chatman and Jehn (1994) to determine the
relationship between technology, growth, and organizational culture. After examining
the cultures of fifteen firms across four different industries, these researchers identified
seven basic elements that reinforce the shared values found at the core of culture, thus
instrumental in shaping the culture of organizations. These components included 1)
innovation, the degree of expectation that employees show creativity and take risks; 2)
stability, the extent to which behaviors focus on the status quo over change; 3) attention
to detail, the level of concern for precision; 4) outcome orientation, the extent to which
the leaders focus on results; 5) people orientation, the attention leaders place on
individuals when making decisions; 6) team orientation, the amount of importance placed
on collaboration and collegiality; and 7) aggressiveness, the degree to which management
expects workers to be competitive (Chatham & Jehn). When these elements are present,
commonly defined and understood by the members of the organization, and actively
initiated, a culture of common assumptions is at work, thus the construction of an
organizational culture has begun.
When attempting to makes sense about the various elements of organizational
culture and its significance in organizational success, Schein (1999) offered some insight.
He emphasized that “the biggest risk in working with culture is to over-simplify it and
miss several basic facts that matter” (p. 25). These facts affirmed that (a) culture is deep,
“if you assume you can manipulate it, you are sure to fail” (p. 25); (b) culture is broad,
because it is formed by the beliefs and assumptions present in the daily life of the
organization and its members, it can be difficult to decode; and (c) culture is stable, it is

34

meaningful and brings a sense of predictability to life, thus causing anxiety and resistance
when approaching change.

Organizational Culture and Performance
In the Introduction of their text, Gaining Control of the Corporate Culture,
Kilman, Saxton, and Serpa (1985) stated, “there is not much point in attempting to study
or change a thing called culture if it does not affect what goes on in organizations” (p. 3).
Since culture is a defining element of every organization, be it in a public school, a
private corporation, or a political arena, its presence and impact has been widely
researched (Collins & Porras 1994; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Kotter & Heskett, 1992;
Peters & Waterman 1982; Rollins & Robbins, 1998; Schein 1985, 1992). These studies
have viewed the role that culture has had in establishing, maintaining, and changing
organizational structures. Evidence of the influence that culture has had on organizations
has been gathered from the public and private sectors, in both corporate and educational
settings, and the outcomes are clear: culture does impact organizational success and
behavior.
Kilman, Saxton, and Serpa (1985) shared three connected elements of impact:
direction, pervasiveness, and strength. They noted that the “direction of impact is the
course the culture is causing the organization to follow” (p.3). The direction of the
culture determines to what extent the culture is influencing behavior, either positively or
negatively, thus moving the organization on the right or wrong course. For example, is
the culture reinforcing actions that help the organization meet its goals, or is there a
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negative culture that is causing employees to act against the vision of the organization?
The degree to which the organization’s culture is shared amongst its members describes
the impact of its pervasiveness. Disjointed organizational culture and the lack of
commonly held beliefs act as barriers to organizational success. The final impact element
is referred to as the strength of impact. This level of impact constitutes the amount of
pressure that an organization’s culture applies to its members. If the culture has a strong
positive hold on its members to behave in a certain manner and work to achieve a
common goal, then the vision of the organization is more likely to be achieved. The
extent to which these three aspects of impact intertwine can be a determining factor for
organizational success. Kilman, Saxton, and Serpa claimed that “a culture has a positive
impact on an organization when it is points behavior in the right direction, is widely
shared among the members of work groups, and puts strong pressure on group members
to follow the established guidelines” (p. 4). Conversely, when the opposite impact
elements are present, a negative culture results.
The findings published in Peters and Waterman’s (1982) book, In Search of
Excellence, offered support for the positive impact that culture has on organizations.
This book outlined the research the authors gathered when they set out to determine
common characteristics found among 62 of the most successful U.S. corporations of the
time including, Xerox, Hewlett Packard, General Motors, McDonalds, and Delta Airlines.
This research revealed eight management techniques commonly practiced by these
companies (Owens & Valesky, 2007; Peters & Waterman, 1982). Through their
discussions about these eight specific attributes, Peters and Waterman (1982) continually
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referred to the underlying role that organizational culture played in these companies.
They stated that “without exception, the dominance and coherence of culture proved to be
an essential quality of the excellent companies” (p. 75). They further asserted that the
stronger the culture, the less need there was for organizational procedures, rules, and
strict structures, rather there was a sense that “people way down the line know what they
are supposed to do in most situations because the handful of guiding values is crystal
clear” (p. 76).
Another attempt to demonstrate a relationship between organizational culture and
performance was outlined by Gordon (1985). This research was designed to determine
“how much influence a company’s business has upon its culture” (p. 105-106). To gather
this information, the researcher compared utility companies to manufacturing companies,
referred to as dynamic-marketplace companies, on a battery of cultural issues. These
issues included eleven dimensions of culture, including clarity of direction, performance
emphasis, and encouragement of initiatives, to name a few. The findings of this study
suggested that particular cultural issues can be identified as impacting company success
more than others. More specifically, it was concluded that “the cultures of these
successful companies are oriented toward a high degree of interdependence and long
employee tenure, both of which cushion the company against radical change” (p. 109).
During the late 1980s and early 1990s, Kotter and Heskett (1992) conducted
extensive research on the link between culture and performance. Through the completion
of four main studies to determine (1) the extent to which companies associate
performance with strong cultures, (2) how various culture performance theories pan out
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(3) how the fit of the culture interacts with the environment, and (4) how companies
exhibiting performance-enhancing cultures compared to those without these cultures,
these researchers discovered that culture is a vital component of organizational
performance. More specifically, they found that that companies with performanceenhancing cultures, strong cultures that focus on employees, customers, and stockholders,
and value leadership and structures that support change, “outperformed the others
[nonperformance-enhancing cultures] by a wide margin in four performance measures”
(p. 19). These four performance measures included: revenue growth, employment
growth, stock price growth, and net income growth.
Similarly, Collins and Porras (1994) studied the a group of visionary companies
in contrast to a comparison company to determine what set the companies apart in each
of these groups. Through their research, Collins and Porras (1994) identified five
categories the visionary companies possessed that distinguished them from the
comparison companies. They determined that the high performing companies had
systems in place which served to preserve the nucleus of their principles while also
demonstrating progress over time. One of these five categories, the presence of “‘cultlike’ cultures- characterized by a fervently held ideology, strong indoctrination of
employees into the core ideology, tightness of fit, and a strong sense of elitism” (Rollins
& Roberts, 1998, p. 19) was consistently observed in the visionary corporations over the
characteristics present in the other set of corporations.
When investigating the culture of organizations, schools and educational settings
are put under the microscope as often, if not more so, than corporations. Because
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organizational culture has proven to have a deep impact on performance at the corporate
level, (Collins & Porras, 1994; Gordon 1985; Kotter & Heskett, 1992; Peters &
Waterman, 1982) it would be logical that a similar impact would be noted at the school
level, thus advocating the need to explore the culture of schools.

School Culture
There are numerous elements to consider when addressing the creation of a
positive school culture that in turn fosters successful school reform and ensures student
success. Researchers Deal and Peterson (1999, 2002) have done extensive work in the
area of school culture, and have identified several key features that when fostered,
promote a positive cultural environment. Comparable to Bolman and Deal’s 1997
assessment of the components of culture through their formation of the symbolic frame,
Deal and Peterson (1999, 2002) explored the key features of school culture and offered
their own detailed descriptions. These four elements, which include (1) vision and
values; (2) rituals and ceremonies; (3) history and stories; and (4) architecture, artifacts,
and symbols, are positioned on the foundation of myths. According to Deal and Peterson
(1999), “myth sits at the center of what life in the school is all about. It looms as the
school’s existential anchor – its spiritual source, the wellspring of cultural traditions and
ways” (p. 23). The sense of purpose and direction a school feels is included in its myth,
and the concepts of vision, values, mission, purpose, beliefs, norms, and assumptions all
translate the meaning behind the myth, or the “story behind the story” (p. 23).
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A school’s vision and values are identified through its mission and purpose; the
heart and soul of a school’s culture (Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; MacNeil, 2005).
Aside from the written mission statement and complex purposes that many schools hang
in the front office, the mission and purpose of a school can be revealed through the
actions, motivations, attitudes, and daily behavior of the staff, teachers, students, and
parents. Through the cooperative goal setting and understanding of 1) values, or a shared
sense of what is important; 2) beliefs, “consciously help cognitive views about truth and
reality;” 3) norms, the expectations a group has about social life, specifically dress code,
language, and behavior; and 4) assumptions, the “system of beliefs and perceptions that
guide and influence behavior,” schools can effectively develop and cultivate their
mission and purpose, thus commencing the steps to a positive school culture (Deal &
Peterson, 2002, p. 14-15).
Rituals and ceremonies make up the second element of Deal and Peterson’s
(1999; 2002) creation of a positive school culture. Whereas vision and values laid the
groundwork in the establishment of a school’s shared mission and purpose, rituals and
ceremonies are designed to afford school member’s time to “keep us connected, foster
renewal, and provide opportunities to bond with others” while also using traditions to
“mark the passage of time, honor the accomplishment of valued goals, and celebrate new
hopes and dreams” (Deal & Peterson, 2002, p. 29). Through organizing rituals, or daily
routines that can be tied to a deeper meaning, creating traditions to add to the history and
gusto of schools, and celebrating success and special transitions throughout the school
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year with ceremonies, schools are enabled to further communicate the essence of culture
(Deal & Peterson, 1999; 2002).
Since school culture is developed and cultivated over time, the importance of
history and stories, Deal and Peterson’s (1999, 2002) third cultural element, seems
apropos. The researchers note that a school’s culture changes over time as “people cope
with problems, stumble onto routines and rituals, and create traditions and ceremonies to
reinforce underlying values and beliefs” (Deal & Peterson, 1999, p. 49). This fact
requires that school leaders, when attempting to better understand or restructure a
school’s culture, pay close attention to the school’s history and how it has shaped the
present culture of the school. Used as means to highlight a school’s history, as well as
communicate current information, stories play a vital role in the creation of a positive
school culture. Through storytelling, schools can enlighten new staff members, provide
comic or dramatic relief, impart knowledge, and reinforce the mission and purpose of the
organization (Deal & Peterson, 1999; 2002). All of which further supports the positive
school culture many agree is vital when seeking success.
Unlike Bolman and Deal’s (1997) symbols of organizations, which were ethereal,
flowing, and unpredictable, the symbols, architecture, and artifacts described by Deal and
Peterson (1999; 2002) are concrete and tangible. For the most part, this fourth feature of
school culture refers to the school’s environment and the role it plays in communicating a
positive sense of culture. This environment, also called the architecture, can include the
cleanliness of the school facility, the attention to decorations with regard to student and
staff recognition, and the overall aura of the environment, specifically its ability to
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positively convey the established mission and purpose of the organization. In addition to
architecture, symbols and artifacts, such as logos, mottos, banners, trophies and awards,
student work, and various other collectibles instill pride and motivation in the school
community, thus enhancing its culture (Deal & Peterson, 2002). Another type of symbol
which Deal and Peterson (1999) refer to as a “living logo,” can positively impact schools
(p. 65). These symbols are not physically touchable; rather they communicate meaning
through the daily actions and routines of the school’s leaders. These thirteen symbols,
which are carried out both formally and informally daily through words, nonverbal
gestures, and actions “transmit meaning and values in all the seemingly mundane things
they [leaders] do” (p. 65). These symbols included: symbols of action, school tour,
intellectual engagement, writing, communicating ideas, advocacy, collegial sharing,
warm greetings, song, joy, laughter, and fun, storytelling, recognition, and professional
learning.
In addition to the cultural elements developed by Bolman and Deal (1997) and
Deal and Peterson (1999; 2002), Goldring (2002) investigated the development of school
culture and introduced three levels and six key traits of culture. She broke culture into
(1) things that can be observed, “such as the way time and space is arranged, meetings are
organized, budgets decided, communication and conflicts managed, and celebrations
held” (p. 33); (2) the values we believe, which can be noted by way of behaviors and
relationships, as well as viewed through symbols; and (3) the assumptions generated by
the group over time that indicate who is accepted and how information if shared.
Additionally, she maintained that there were six traits that culture could be influenced by.
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These traits, each appearing at all three levels of culture, included: a shared vision,
traditions, collaboration, shared decision-making, innovation, and communication
(Goldring). According to Goldring, these traits were highly visible at high-achieving
schools versus similar schools in the area not demonstrating the same level of success.
Research efforts by Saphier and King (1985) determined that “if certain norms of
school culture are strong, improvements in instruction will be significant, continuous, and
widespread; if these norms are weak, improvements will be at best infrequent, random,
and slow” (p.67). These norms, twelve in all, support and maintain strong cultures. The
extent to which they are present within the school greatly impacts the ability for the
school change process to have an enduring effect. Saphier and King’s twelve norms were
(1) collegiality; (2) experimentation; (3) high expectations; (4) trust and confidence; (5)
tangible support; (6) reaching out to the knowledge bases; (7) appreciation and
recognition; (8) caring, celebration, and humor; (9) involvement in decision making; (10)
protection of what’s important; (11) tradition; and (12) honest, open communication (p.
67).
Further research on the elements of school culture revealed additional indicators
of healthy school culture. For his part, Simpson (1990) spent time observing the
elements of culture present in a successful elementary school in suburban Detroit.
Through his observations, Simpson found the concepts of (1) sharing and collegiality; (2)
empowerment; and (3) leadership to be the defining elements that maintained the success
of this particular school. Research conducted by Wagner and Masden-Copas (2002),
Phillips and Wagner (2003), and Wagner (2004; 2006) uncovered a strong relationship
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between culture and student achievement when the indicators of collaboration,
collegiality, and efficacy, were present and assessed within a school environment.
Wagner (2006) asserted that when “teachers and other staff meet regularly to solve
instructional, organizational and/or curricular issues …working together, supporting one
another, feeling valued and included …(and feel) there is a sense of career satisfaction”
school culture is supported thus fostering student achievement (Wagner, p.12-13).
The terms and phrases used to define school culture and its components are
copious, each bringing a new dimension to its meaning. For the purpose of this study, the
three indicators of culture: collaboration, collegiality, and efficacy, coupled with Phillip’s
(1993) determination that culture is the “beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors which
characterize a school” (p. 1) will be used to define school culture.

Collegiality, Collaboration, and Self-determination/efficacy
In their review of effective schools, Purkey and Smith (1983) sought to reveal the
various components of schools which had proven to affect academic achievement, thus
resulting in the institution’s designation as ‘effective.’ Through this review the
researchers gathered related literature on the subject of school effectiveness and reported
a list of characteristics commonly found at effective schools. Included in this list were
variables associated with school culture and climate. These variables included:
“collaborative planning and collegial relationships; sense of community, clear goals and
high expectations commonly shared; and order and discipline” (Purkey & Smith, 1983, p.
444-445). The presence of these variables in so called ‘effective school’ supported the
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notion that the constructs of collegiality, collaboration, and self-determination/efficacy
are key components evident in schools with strong cultures. Current leaders in the
assessment of school culture, Phillips and Wagner (2003) upheld Purkey and Smith’s
(1983) earlier findings with their assertion that “the two most important variables in
assessing the culture of a school, classroom or entire school district are collegiality and
efficacy” (p. 4). A third factor, collaboration was also included in research about strong
cultures. This factor was included as a sub-component of Phillips and Wagner’s (2003)
definition of collegiality.
Barth (1990) characterized collegiality as “the flip side of parallel play” (p. 31).
While conjuring up the image of children playing with each other rather than alongside
one another focused on their own agendas, one can obtain a sense of collegiality. Phillips
and Wagner (2003) felt that collegiality was comprised of two main elements:
professional collaboration and affiliation. “Professional collaboration is the degree to
which staff members work together to solve professional issues, and to encourage and
inspire each other” while affiliation is present when “relationships between all members
of the school community demonstrate harmony, respect, mutual support, and enjoyment
of each other’s company” (Phillips & Wagner, p. 5).
An operational definition of collegiality was offered by Judith Warren Little in the
early 1980s, and discussed by Barth (1990) in his text, Improving Schools From Within.
Barth (1990) related collegiality to the presence of four specific behaviors. These
behaviors required that the adults in schools (1) talk about practice; (2) observe each
other engaged in teaching; (3) plan curriculum together; and (4) teach each other about
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what they know about the art of teaching and learning (p. 31). Additional observational
research conducted by Barth (2006) concluded that educators who exhibited collegial
relationships regularly talked about practice and shared their craft knowledge. Further
research by Barth (2006) revealed that collegiality was rooted in environments where
educators supported each other’s cause and acted as cheerleaders for one another. In
each description of collegiality, the researchers were sure to note that effective
collegiality was fostered when collegial practices were engaged in on a frequent and
continuous basis (Barth, 1990; 2006; Phillips & Wagner, 2003).
A behavior often associated with collegiality, collaboration is the act of working
together to meet goals, solve problems, and provide support and encouragement. Barott
& Raybould (1998) asserted that “in changing schools into more collaborative
organizations, we are asking people to share information, decision making, work
together, or co-labor” (p. 29). Schools and organizations whereby the behaviors
associated with collaboration are present and positively impacting the culture are often
referred to places with ‘collaborative cultures’.
Throughout the research on collaboration, the influence it has on schools and its
members is abundant. For his part, Peterson (1994) asserted that
In collaborative school cultures, the underlying norms, values, beliefs, and
assumptions, reinforce high levels of collegiality, team work, and dialogue
about problems of practice. In short, collaboration can affect the quality of
teaching in urban settings by enriching the work of teachers (p. 2).
In his research on collaborative cultures, Peterson made a case for the importance of
collaborative cultures in schools by reporting that the collaborative nature of the
relationships within the school building fostered quality work and effective instruction.
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He further noted that schools with collaborative cultures possess (a)more complex
problem solving; (b) stronger professional networks to share information; (c) greater risktaking and experimentation; (d) a richer technical language shared by the educators which
allows them to share professional knowledge more quickly; and (e) more job satisfaction
and identification with the school (p. 3). Additionally, the existence of characteristics
commonly found in collaborative cultures supported three of the four basic human needs
in organizations as proposed by Peters and Waterman (1982). These three elements
included: (1) an element of control; (2) meaning in a situation; and (3) positive support
(p. 46).
The rationale for creating collaborative cultures to improve student achievement
is well documented (Peterson, 1994). Lauer and Matthews (2007) documented one
Colorado school’s transformation from a low-performing, at-risk school to a highperforming school over the course of five years all due to a shift toward collaboration.
Du Four (2004) reported that a team of teachers from an elementary school in rural
Virginia relied on collaboration to drive their school improvement goals. In this
example, Du Four noted that the “teachers work in teams, engaging in an ongoing cycle
of questions that promote deep team learning. This process, in turn leads to higher levels
of student achievement” (p. 8). Another instance where collaboration was studied as a
variable influencing student achievement was performed by Goddard, Goddard, and
Tschannen-Moran (2007). Through their collection of collaboration data from 452
teachers and student achievement data from over 2,500 students, these researchers

47

concluded that collaboration among teachers was linked with increased levels of student
achievement.
The third key component of school culture, as noted by Phillips and Wagner
(2003), is self-determination/efficacy. Self-efficacy, as defined by Bandura (1994) is
related to “people's beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of
performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives (p.71). According
to Phillips and Wagner (2003), self-determination/efficacy was present in schools where
staff members worked to increase their aptitude and skills as professionals because they
felt compelled to do so, not because they viewed themselves as victims of a larger
society. These researchers further expanded on the idea of self-efficacy by noting that it
existed in environments where (a) participants feel ownership; (b) participants can
influence some important decisions; (c) participants generally are proactive and thus
avoid problems; (d) participants solve problems; and (e) participants use their combined
wisdom to create appropriate new approaches (p. 8).
The presence of self-efficacy amongst teachers in a school has been documented
as influencing student achievement (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000, 2004; Sottile, Carter,
& Murphy, 2002). The role self-efficacy played in increasing student achievement was
not directly cause-effect in nature; rather, it was the resultant outcome of the positive
teacher feelings associated with self-efficacy which improved teaching, therefore
affecting the achievement of students. Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy (2000; 2004) presented
examples of this notion. Through analyzing past research on teacher practices and selfefficacy, as well as collecting new teacher self-efficacy data from elementary schools,
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these researchers revealed that collective efficacy and the resulting enhanced self-efficacy
beliefs had a positive effect on student achievement. Comparably, Sottile, Carter, and
Murphy (2002) conducted a study on the impact of self-efficacy on school culture and
student achievement. The results of this study unveiled that “a positive sense of selfefficacy including a positive teaching self-efficacy, will affect math and science
achievement, and tends to develop positive social interactions (p. 11). Furthermore, these
researchers asserted that the positive emotions derived from the increased student
achievement and social interactions had a chain-reaction effect throughout the school,
consequently positively impacting the school’s culture.
As substantiated in the preceding documentation, the three key components of
school culture: collegiality, collaboration, and self-determination/efficacy, when present
in schools, positively affected school culture. These three components, by and large,
were marked in the behaviors and attitudes demonstrated by the teachers and leaders of
schools. The end results of these behaviors though, when positively incorporated into the
school setting, were proven to impact school culture. The information provided in the
next section expands on the impact that various components of culture, when tended to in
schools, will have on the culture as a whole.

The Impact of Culture on Schools
Beyond identifying the key concepts and traits used to identify and create a
positive cultural climate in schools, much research has been dedicated to acknowledging
the impact that the presence or absence of these components actually has on the school
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environment. Phillips and Wagner (2003) declared that “positive learning can only take
place in a positive culture. A healthy school culture will affect more student and teacher
success than any other reform or school improvement effort currently being employed”
(p. 3). Likewise Peterson and Deal (1998) stated that “strong positive cultures are places
with a shared sense of what is important, shared ethos of caring and concern, and a shared
commitment to helping students learn” (p. 29). To support this point, Deal and Peterson
(1999) documented many features that exist in schools where a powerful, positive, and
cooperative culture is present. These characteristics, which Deal and Peterson (1999)
claim to “effect every part of the enterprise”(p. 7-8) delineated that positive cultures (a)
cultivate productivity and efficiency because teachers in these environments are able to
persevere and improve when outcomes are uncertain; (b) improve communication and
collaboration amongst school members, thus increasing problem solving; (c) encourage a
focus on change and progress through innovation and experimentation; (e) develop an
improved sense of dedication and sense of belongingness which contributes to the
establishment of community; (f) increase the overall enthusiasm and fervor felt for the
school; and (g) strengthen the daily attention to job details that bring meaning and value
to the organization.
Similar to Deal and Peterson’s (1999) findings, MacNeil (2005) outlined
numerous traits and descriptors that were evident in schools where the culture was
regarded as healthy. These characteristics consisted of shared feelings and support for
the school’s goals and objectives, effective and accurate communication across and
within grade levels, empowered teachers and staff who recognized a successful balance
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of power between themselves and their leader, job satisfaction and motivational factors
were enjoyed, a shared mission and purpose were identified through the desire to be a
part of the team, and the culture was unchanged by and able to meet the challenges of
both internal and external demands, stress, and negativity. These features, when working
simultaneously and in combination with one another, not only promoted a positive
culture resulting in a healthy school environment, they were also recognized as key
elements for leaders to consider when attempting to improve a school’s culture.
Hansen and Child (1998) also observed the common elements present in a school
with a positive culture and climate. They determined that there were five elements in
place that effectively led to a positive cultural outcome. These elements, included
attention to places, policies, programs, processes, and people. Through creating an
environment where students and staff could sense a positive personality, the policies
advocated for a win/win result, the programs focused on student needs and talent,
participatory and collaborative decision making existed, and people felt appreciated,
supported, and understood, Hansen and Child found a positive climate could flourish.
These researchers advocated that “to make schools more attractive and inviting, we can
begin by looking at how we change the places, policies, programs, processes, and people
within those schools” (p. 17).
Just as one can identify the common features present in schools where positive
culture and climates exist, there are particular features one can recognize in schools with
negative cultures. These environments, referred to as “toxic” by Peterson and Deal
(1998), “are schools where staffs are extremely fragmented, where the purpose of serving
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students has been lost to the goal of serving adults, where negative values and
hopelessness reigns” (p. 28). The key characteristics commonly found in school
environments with toxic cultures include (1) attention to negative and/or negligible
values and outcomes; (2) a lack of positive symbols and goals leading to a disjointed
school staff and population; (3) disgruntled staff that transfers negative feelings to
students; and (4) an overall pessimistic environment where a sense of negativism and
hopelessness rule (Deal & Peterson, 1999). Research indicates that these types of
cultures are caustic for the adults working in them, and are even more damaging to the
students they work with. Therefore, it is with these powerful outcomes in mind that
numerous initiatives and methods for steering these school environments into the positive
direction have moved to the forefront of leadership programs nationwide (Barth, 2001,
2002; Beaudoin & Taylor, 2004; Brucato, 2005; Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; Goldring,
2002; Hansen & Child, 1998; MacNeil, 2005; Peterson & Deal, 1998).
The presence of a positive school culture or climate has shown to have a deep
impact on schools and their inhabitants. Cohen, Shapiro, and Fisher (2006) reported that
students in positive school climates were less likely to have disciplinary actions against
them, while Frieberg (1999) stated that “various school and classroom climate factors can
create a fabric of support that enables all members of the school community to teach and
learn at optimum levels” (p. 22). A study completed by Esposito (1999) determined that a
by and large a school’s climate impacts students’ academic and social growth, even when
external influences such as socio-economic status and family educational level are
considered. Additional research reported by Bowman (2002) found that “a sense of
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‘connectedness’ to schools is critical to a teenager’s well-being” (p. 16). This finding
went on to support the idea that the environment of schools, its culture and climate, can
have an impact on students’ emotional and physical development.
Deal and Peterson (1999) reviewed numerous ways in which culture impacts
schools. They noted that positive cultures value collegiality and collaboration, which in
turn improves communication and professional decision making among school staff.
This increased level of cooperation and communication increases the effectiveness of
schools. Because positive school cultures unite staff members and students under the
assumption of common vision and values, members of these environments are motivated
and committed to the goals of their organizations, first and foremost student success. In
summation, Deal and Peterson (1999) offered some insight into the far-reaching influence
that culture has on schools:
School culture affects every part of the enterprise from what
faculty talk about in the lunch room, to the type of instruction
that is valued, to the way professional development is viewed,
to the importance of learning for all students. Strong, positive,
collaborative cultures have powerful effects on many features
of schools (p. 7).
While the overall effects of schools where strong cultures reside are clearly evident,
positive influences with regard to student achievement reinforce the vision and mission of
America’s public schools. The next section will outline the ways in which school culture
positively promotes this goal.
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The Impact of Culture on Student Achievement
The impact that school culture has on numerous aspects of schools is without
question, significant. Upon review of the preceding section, one can see how culture and
its subsequent climate, can influence school and student effectiveness in numerous ways.
Of all the perspectives researchers have taken to better understand the role of culture in
schools, student achievement, is paramount. Evidence of the positive relationship
between culture and academic achievement is supported in the research conducted by
Phillips (1993). Additional information connecting school culture to parent and
community involvement, as well as staff satisfaction was also revealed in these studies
(Wagner, 2006).
Hoy and Hannum (1997) also discovered a strong correlation between these two
attributes in their study on the climate of middle schools and academic achievement. The
researchers sampled teachers from 86 middle schools on a series of tools designed to
analyze school climate, expressly these survey instruments contained six dimensions that
are commonly affiliated with school health. These dimensions included: academic
emphasis, teacher affiliation, collegial leadership, resource support, principal influence,
and institutional integrity (Hoy & Hannum). These cultural traits were then linked with
the outcomes of the eighth-grade state assessment. As a result of this study, Hoy and
Hannum found that school health and student achievement were positively related. A
summation of their findings and a clear image of a positive school environment are
revealed in the following statements:
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A healthy middle school is a place where teachers like the school,
the students, and each other and are enthusiastic about their work
(high Teacher Affiliation). Teachers see students as serious and
diligent in their learning (high Academic Emphasis). They see the
principal as their ally in the improvement of instruction; the principal
is friendly, open, respectful, supportive, and yet establishes – and is
committed to – high standards of teacher performance (strong Collegial
Leadership). The principal also has influence with organizational
superiors and is seen as someone who can deliver (high Principal
Influence) and who can get teachers the instructional materials they
need (high Resource Support). Finally, teachers are protected from
unreasonable outside pressure (high Institutional Integrity)
(p. 303-304).
Van Der Westhuizen, Mosoge, Swanepoel, and Coetsee (2005) performed
extensive research on culture and academic achievement to determine if a relationship
existed between the two. This study, conducted in South Africa, included a sample
population of 341 secondary schools. Qualitative data were collected as all members of
the schools, leaders, educators, and learners, took part in semi-structured interviews,
while the researchers collected additional observational notes. As a means of
determining how culture specifically impacted achievement, these data were divided into
several categories of culture. Seven of these categories included: philosophy; value;
vision and mission; aims and objectives; symbols, rituals, and ceremonies; curriculum;
and facilities. The culture data was then correlated to achievement data obtained from
the region’s Grade 12 national exam whereby schools were ranked and categorized as
high-, average-, or low-performing.
The findings of this study unveiled a strong correlation between the presence of
strong cultural elements and achievement by students at the high-performing schools.
The researchers noted that members of high-performing schools held strong personal
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convictions for student success and placed an emphasis on academic achievement. The
high-performing schools had a strategic educational plan with a core vision and mission
in place, their behaviors supported the strong value they placed on education, and they
utilized symbols, stories, and rituals to support these values. Furthermore, the members
of these schools were more actively involved with extra-curricular activities, and they
offered more time and attention to the upkeep of the school facilities. The researchers
countered that the exact opposite attributes were visible at the low-performing schools
(Van Der Westhuizen et al., 2005). Through their discussion, Van Der Westhuizen et al.
(2005) professed that the environments of poor performing schools appeared to lack very
few, if any, elements that could contribute to a strong culture. Their findings suggested
that “it is clear that organizational culture is one of the elements that contribute to the
effective functioning of an organization such as a school” (p. 105).
Studies completed by Gruenert (2005) and Macneil, Prater, and Busch (2007)
included findings which further support the strong relationship between school culture
and academic success. Gruenert (2005) set out to determine how “student performance in
both math and language arts is positively correlated with a collaborative school culture –
places where teachers works together in a collegial climate” (p. 46). This research
focused on understanding how the presence of common elements of collaborative
cultures (collaborative leadership, teacher collaboration, professional development, unity
of purpose, collegial support, and learning partnership) effected student achievement
outcomes. After collecting school culture data from 81 Indiana schools and correlating
the data with math and language arts achievement data obtained from the Indiana State
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tests, Gruenert (2005) found that schools with higher assessment scores were the schools
where more collaborative culture attributes were in place. Macneil, Prater, and Busch
sought to determine if school climates were notably different in schools categorized as
Exemplary, Recognized, or Acceptable, as a result of their performance on the Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS). Comparable to Gruenert (2005), Macneil,
Prater, and Busch discovered that “Exemplary schools were found to possess healthier
climates than acceptable schools, which report lower organizational health scores” (p. 7).
Finally, similar research studies completed by Cunningham (2003) and MeltonShutt (2004), revealed a strong link between school culture and academic achievement as
measured by state assessment data. Cunningham surveyed teachers from 61 elementary
schools in Orange County, Florida using the School Culture Triage Survey to determine a
school culture score for each school. After ranking these schools according to their
culture score, Cunningham used fourth grade test results from the state’s FCAT to see if a
connection between the two existed. The findings of her study revealed that the schools
with the highest scores on the culture assessment had more students achieve proficiency
on the FCAT. In fact, the average number of students enrolled in high culture schools
and achieving proficiency was over 20% higher than the average number of students
achieving proficiency at the schools receiving the lowest scores on the culture
assessment. Additional analysis performed by Cunningham revealed a significant
relationship between the school culture constructs of collegiality and selfdetermination/efficacy. Cunningham claimed that “the percentage of students scoring at
levels 3 and above on the 2002-2003 4th grade FCAT Reading could be predicted from
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scores on the collegiality portion of the School Culture Survey” (p. 67). The same was
true for the element of self-determination/efficacy.
Melton-Shutt (2004) also utilized the School Culture Triage Survey and student
achievement data in an effort to better understand how the assessment of culture
behaviors, collegiality, collaboration, and self-determination, influenced and acted as a
predictor of student achievement. Using the five categories of accountability scores
assigned as outcomes on the Kentucky Commonwealth Assessment Test as well as
culture data collected from 66 elementary schools, Melton-Shutt ascertained that “schools
with the highest school culture scores were also the schools found in the highest
academic performance category” (p. vi-vii). Like Cunningham (2003), Melton-Shutt
found the culture element of self-efficacy to be a significant behavior when predicting
achievement on the Kentucky state test.

The Role of Leadership in School Culture and Climate
School culture and climate do not arrive overnight nor do they arbitrarily exist in
a school environment. They have been fostered over time, either in the positive or
negative direction, and have been constantly cultivated. Deal and Peterson (1999)
maintained that “culture arises in response to persisting change, novel changes,
challenging losses, and enduring ambiguous and paradoxical puzzles” (p. 65). In keeping
with this mix of variables, it is important to note that a school’s culture is shaped by the
people in it; however, after the culture has been defined, it shapes the people (Deal &
Peterson 1999, 2002; Owens & Valesky, 2007; Schein, 1992, 1999). When determining
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who played a role in the development of a school’s culture, many people and variables
can be considered. Anyone from the policymakers, legislation, administration, teachers,
staff, parents, students, volunteers, and community members contribute to a school’s
culture. This is in addition to the attitudes, values, beliefs, social structure maintained by
the general community and public.
As a guiding force with schools and organizations, leadership at all levels is a
critical component when creating and shaping the culture and climate; however,
leadership in schools does not begin and end in the front office. As Peterson and Deal
(1998) point out
School leaders from every level are key to shaping school
culture. Principals communicate core values in their everyday
work. Teachers reinforce values in their actions and words.
Parents bolster spirit when they visit schools, participate
in governance, and celebrate successes. In the strongest
schools, leadership comes from many sources (p. 30).
The leadership within a school includes the administration, teachers, staff, parents, and
even the students. Each of these groups is a stakeholder in the outcomes achieved by the
organization, and each plays a role in creating a climate that strives towards improvement
and success. Recent research by Eilers and Camacho (2007) supported the notion that all
leaders and stakeholders of schools are influential in maintaining a positive culture which
impacts achievement. Eilers and Camacho (2007) found that a struggling school could
make dramatic gains “with the placement of a proactive principal and internal specialized
supports accompanied by district office support” (p. 616). Furthermore, the researchers
claimed that the district’s implementation plan revealed a positive increase in school
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culture data in the areas of professional communities of practice, collaborative leadership,
and evidence-based practice.
However true this is, when seeking out ways of creating, shaping, or improving
school culture and climate, the actions of the leader(s) are fundamentally some of the
most important. This point is supported by Sergiovanni’s (1990) statement that
“symbolic and cultural leadership can help communicate messages to parents, students,
and staff that highlight the values, principals, and directions that are considered important
to the leader and the school” (p. 85). Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2004) examined
the role of school leaders and how their practices correlate to student achievement.
Through their research they have been able to identify twenty-one key factors that are
highly correlated to student success; the first of these key areas being culture. Other key
factors identified by Waters et al. included order, discipline, resources, curriculum,
knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment, focus, visibility, contingent
awards, communication, outreach, input, affirmation, relationship, change agent role,
optimizer role, ideas and beliefs, monitoring and evaluation, and flexibility (p. 49).
In order to shape and promote positive school cultures, leaders have many
options. Marshall (2005) claimed that there were three “simple practices that foster
positive school climates – where both teachers and students want to be” (p. 28). By
focusing on activities and daily routines that include the practices of positivity, choice,
and reflection, he observed administrators, teachers, supervisors, and parents who became
more efficient, productive, responsible, and positive about their working environment.
Trubowitz (2005) believed that leaders can make strides towards increasing positive
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school cultures through re-examining how the structures of communication, reflection,
collaboration with outside entities, and respect with regard for teacher autonomy impacts
relationships between and amongst teachers and leaders. He advocated that leaders
promote more collegiality and cooperation as a means of further developing a positive
school climate. Additionally, Sergiovanni (2005) suggested that the four leadership
virtues of hope, trust, piety, and civility form the heart of leadership practice. He claimed
that when these four virtues are at the forefront of a leader’s mind as he/she attempts to
shape or cultivate the school culture their implementation will provide “the leverage
needed for improving even the most challenging schools” (p. 112).
In their text, First, Break All the Rules, Buckingham and Coffman (1999)
declared that effective managers and administrators use four keys when managing a
successful organization. When applied by leaders, these four keys, which included
selection of talent, setting experiences, motivation, and developing people, acted as a
vehicle to meet the needs and goals of the organizations, while also effectively utilizing
employee talent and productivity. Buckingham and Coffman asserted that the most
effective leaders are able to constantly and consistently turn three of these keys all at
once. After carefully selecting the talent to increase the performance and productivity of
their organizations, superstar managers focus on the keys of 1) setting experiences, 2)
motivation, 3) and developing people. As revealed by Buckingham and Coffman and the
Gallup organization, the keys of management and leadership are essential for leaders to
utilize in developing and maintaining a productive and happy work environment. When
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combined with the cultivation of a positive school culture and climate, these principles
contribute to successful schools.
Barth (2001; 2002) contributed to the role leadership plays in creating school
culture by proposing that leaders first be aware of the school’s culture before making any
changes. He advocated that school leaders make a concerted effort to find out about the
school culture through asking their staff, clientele, and themselves questions about the
state of culture and climate at their school. Furthermore he introduced the concept that
“an important part of awareness is attending to ‘nondiscussables.’” (2002, p. 7). These
nondiscussables make up the frequently discussed and important conversations that due
to their provocative nature, teachers and staff have in private, and Barth (2002)
encouraged leaders to address them head on before they become toxic within the culture.
He claimed that by acknowledging and discussing them, they will dwindle, and the
“fewer the nondiscussables, the healthier the school” (p. 7). He further supported the
leadership role by acknowledging that in order to change the toxic elements that can
become infused within a culture takes courage and talent on the part of the leader. He
postulated these leadership traits by recognizing twelve leadership qualities that
“dramatically affect the capacity of a school to improve and promote learning” (p. 7).
These cultural norms included collegiality, experimentation, high expectations, trust and
confidence, tangible support, reaching out to experts, appreciation and recognition,
celebration and humor, shared decision making, protection of values, traditions, and
honest and open communication.
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Akin to Barth’s (2001, 2002) belief that leaders have an awareness of, and a
commitment to, addressing cultural issues, Deal and Peterson (1999, 2002) agreed that
leaders need to first make every effort to understand and reflect on a school’s culture,
prior to making any evaluations and plans for change. They maintained that leaders use
their five senses to interpret the history of the school and how it has impacted the
school’s present culture. This practice can be completed by asking key questions with
regard to the elements of culture; vision and values, ritual and ceremony, stories, and
artifacts and symbols. Once these questions have been answered and reflected upon,
“valuable aspects of the school’s existing culture can be reinforced, problematic ones
revitalized, and toxic ones given strong anecdotes” (p. 87).
Through their research on school leadership and it impact on culture and climate,
Deal and Peterson (1999, 2002) created ‘players’ to represent the symbolic roles that
leaders take on. These roles, which can be performed by people at various levels of
leadership from teachers to community members, are in addition to the managerial roles
that principals commonly assume. They are comprised of the leader as historian,
anthropological sleuth, visionary, symbol, potter, poet, actor, and healer. Each role
played by leaders, both managerial and symbolic, are situational and dependent on the
current state of the culture. Nonetheless, Deal and Peterson (2002) pointed out that “both
roles are key to building successful schools, and both sets of roles can shape the culture”
(p. 108).
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In contrast to the positive symbolic and managerial roles leaders play, Deal and
Peterson (1999) also identified negative roles found to contribute to the toxic elements of
culture. These roles, saboteur, pessimistic storyteller, keepers of the nightmare,
negaholics, prima donnas, space cadets, martyrs, and deadwood, can also be played by
leaders at various positions of power. When present these roles “can have a devastating
impact on the school” as they drag down others and lead to a negative atmosphere that
can be difficult to tame (p. 122). The researchers recommended that leaders attempt to
defeat a negative, toxic environment by trying to understand it, reflecting on the role they
played in its existence, celebrating the positive contributions made by members and
putting an end to the dying ceremonies, by transforming and renewing stories, and
focusing on the members who bring life and enthusiasm to the school culture (Deal and
Peterson, 2002). Leaders need to use their influence and positional power to “help their
staff members overcome adversity, avoid negative rationalizations, and provide positive
closure to conflict” (p. 89).
Throughout the research, the influence that the three key components of culturecollegiality, collaboration, and self-determination/efficacy- have had on leadership and
culture was apparent. Gruenert (2000) in an attempt to guide school leaders toward the
establishment of collaborative cultures suggested the implementation of four practices.
The practices required that the principal (1) learn about school culture; (2) collect culture
data and assess it; (3) create a planned approach to foster collaboration; and (4) provide
rewards for those teachers who practice collaboration (Gruenert, 2000). Similarly, Little
(1981, as cited in Barth, 1990) explained that the presence of collegiality in schools was
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closely associated with four specific behaviors of the principal. These behaviors
necessitated that the principal: (1) explicitly state expectation for cooperation among
staff; (2) model collegiality; (3) reward collegiality; and (4) protect teachers who engage
in collegial relationships and risk reprisal from non-collegial peers (Barth, 1990, p. 33).
Finally, a leader’s actions could easily influence their teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, or
feelings of control and ownership, within the educational environment. When teachers
felt valued and appreciated by their principals, were provided space and discretion to
manage their classrooms, and felt a sense of power over their jobs, the development of a
positive self-efficacy was fostered (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000, 2002; Sottile, Carter,
and Murphy, 2002). In each of these cases, the behaviors and attitudes of the school
leader had an impact on the creation and nourishment of the school’s culture.

Florida Accountability Standards and the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
Educators and students in the state of Florida were not immune to the school
reform initiatives flooding the educational arena. The high standards and accountability
measures brought forth by NCLB added momentum and value to a system of education
already heavily weighted with standards and measurement. The high stakes testing and
accountability called for by NCLB changed the landscape of education in the state of
Florida, further drawing attention to the idea that awareness about school culture was
paramount.
The initiation of assessment standards arose in Florida in 1971 when “the
Educational Accountability Act was enacted (Section 229.57, F.S.) to implement the
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Commissioner’s plan for educational assessment in Florida, called the Statewide
Assessment Program” (Florida Department of Education, 2004, p. 1). Over the course of
the succeeding years, this act was amended numerous times to include assessments at
various grade levels over multiple subject areas. These assessment measures were
energized in 1996 with the implementation of the Sunshine State Standards. These
standards, developed in 1996 by the Florida Department of Education in consultation
with curriculum specialists and classroom teachers and adopted by the State Board of
Education, outlined specific curriculum criteria for seven subject areas and are the basis
of curriculum and instruction in Florida’s public schools (Florida Department of
Education, 2004). In accordance with these new standards, “new legislation (Section
229.565,F.S) recognized the Performance Standards as the academic standards for
Florida students and authorized the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)”
(Florida Department of Education, 2004, p. 3). The FCAT test was field-tested in 1997
and was officially administered to students in grades 4, 5, 8, and 10, in 1998. The content
areas of the FCAT focused primarily on reading and math with science and writing being
assessed at particular grade levels. As of 2007, the FCAT was administered to all students
in grades 3-10 (Florida Department of Education, 2004).
Results obtained from the FCAT were reported in several different manners.
Students taking the test received scale scores, developmental scale scores, and
achievement levels, while annual learning gains were also calculated. In most instances,
proficiency on the FCAT was measured by the achievement levels. These were “divided
into five categories from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest)” (p 8), whereby an achievement level
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of 3 and above was considered proficient or above (Florida Department of Education,
2004). Students earning an achievement level of 1 or 2 were deemed non-proficient.
Students in the 3rd grade were required to score a level 2 or higher on the FCAT in order
to be promoted, while 10th grade students had to earn the same results in order to
graduate.
Florida’s FCAT served as the foundation for its accountability system, the
Bush/Brogan A+ Plan. Passed into legislation in 1999, the A+ Plan included features
designed to monitor student achievement and academic gains, provide choices for parents
and resources for schools, and reward schools showing progress while closely monitoring
schools who failed to demonstrate growth (Florida Department of Education, 2004). The
bulk of this growth and achievement was measured by student outcomes on the FCAT.
At the core of the A+ plan was the system of grading schools based on their performance.
Schools demonstrating progress on the FCAT and meeting the required elements of the
plan were given a grade of “A” at one end, whereas schools that failed to show adequate
progress were given a grade of “F” at the other end, with grades of B,C, and D, given out
in between. Along with these grades, the Florida Department of Education provided
rewards or sanctions. Schools earning a grade of “A” received bonus funds to be utilized
by the members of the school staff or to support curriculum and instruction. Schools
receiving lower grades were required to implement strategies for change in order to
increase achievement. Schools receiving a grade of “F” for two or more years were
subject to strict reform and could possibly face a leadership succession by the Florida
Department of Education.

67

In summation, in Florida, the accountability standards outlined by the FCAT and
the A+ Plan were closely aligned with the requirements set forth by NCLB. Schools
were required to demonstrate Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) as measured by the FCAT
and other A+ Plan features. Failure to show progress may have resulted in a school not
making AYP, while also receiving a low grade from the state. According to former
Florida Commissioner of Education, Jim Horne, this system, with its high stakes FCAT,
financially tied A+ Plan, and alignment to the Sunshine State Standards, “plays a key role
in the ongoing effort to raise standards” and “the result is an improved education for
Florida’s children and increased accountability for its schools” (Florida Department of
Education, 2004, p. 1).

Summary
The information presented in this chapter served to provide a theoretical basis for
organizational culture and the influence is has on the organizations as a whole, the
organization’s performance, and the role that the organization’s leader has in establishing
and sustaining the culture. As an educational organization, schools possess a culture of
their own. As evidenced by the research presented in this chapter, these cultures have
been instrumental in determining the health of the school, strong or weak, negative or
positive, and have had an ensuing impact on many variables within the school building.
Of primary importance was the noted impact that school culture has had on student
achievement. This resulting impact is especially paramount today given the myriad
school reform measures currently being employed.
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This review of literature was comprised of five primary sections with several subsections spread throughout. The first section aimed to inform the reader about the need to
investigate the impact culture has on schools amidst the strong accountability standards
and school reform initiative set forth by NCLB. The second section was designed to
share the theoretical framework for school culture by explaining the concept and
definition of organizational culture. This section contained information about the
function and elements of organizational culture, as well as the impact culture has on
performance. This section also highlighted the differences between culture and climate;
two highly researched variables. Section three was dedicated to informing the reader
about school culture and the ensuing impact it has on schools and student achievement.
The next section outlined the role that school leaders play in establishing and maintaining
the culture of their schools. The final section of this chapter was included to enlighten
the reader about the specific accountability standards and student achievement measures
in place in Florida, the location of this research study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter describes an overview of the methodology and procedures utilized to
study the link between school culture and student achievement as measured by third
grade students scoring a level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading. Specifically, the
data analysis served to determine what relationship, if any, existed between the overall
school culture and student achievement, as well as determine what relationships, if any,
were found among each of the three key areas of school culture (collaboration,
collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) and student achievement. Further analysis
sought to investigate the influence that experience and demographics, as well as principal
tenure have on school culture scores. The statistical procedures used for analysis along
with rationale validating the procedural choices are also included.
This chapter is organized into eight sections. The problem statement can be found
in section one. Section two describes the population for this study. Sections three and
four comprise the data collection process and instrumentation used to gather research.
The research questions and follow-up principal interview questions can be found in
sections six and seven, while a summary of this chapter is located in section eight.
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Problem Statement
Through identifying school culture using the School Culture Triage Survey,
ranking this school culture in the top 33%, middle 33%, and bottom 33%, and looking at
the relationship between these rankings and student achievement, this study served to
determine the extent to which the health of a school, its culture, is related to student
achievement. Further analysis sought to define how each of the key components:
collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy contributed to student
achievement, how principal tenure is related to school culture, and examine the role that
demographics plays in the school culture rankings.

Population
The target population for this study included all elementary teachers employed by
Seminole County Public Schools in Seminole County, Florida. This population consisted
of approximately 1250 teachers in 37 elementary schools across the county. Of the 37
elementary schools invited to participate, surveys were received from 593 teachers at 30
of the 37 schools. After the surveys were reviewed to ensure they met the inclusion
criteria, the researcher determined that teacher surveys from 27 elementary schools (73%)
would be included (N=574) in the study. Additional information was gathered through a
brief interview, via written response or phone conversation, with eight principals from the
participating elementary schools. These administrators were invited to participate in the
interview following the collection and analysis of data as their participation was included
to represent the range of school culture means across the three ranked groups.
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Seminole County, one of sixty-seven counties in the state of Florida, is located in
Central Florida between Orlando and Daytona Beach. Seminole County, a bedroom
community for the larger Orlando area, had a population of over 400,000 residents
residing in seven cities and numerous unincorporated areas (Wikipedia.com, 2008a).
According to the 2000 Census, the racial makeup of Seminole county was 82.41% White,
11.15% Hispanic, 9.52% African-American, 2.50% Asian, and 3.40% from other races
(Wikipedia.com, 2008a). In 2008, Seminole County had a suburban make-up with little
industry.
One of the larger employers of Seminole County, Seminole County Public
Schools (SCPS) had 9,574 employees, with 4,529 of them being teachers, and almost
45% of these teachers holding a Master’s degree or higher as of June 2007. During the
2006-2007 school year, SCPS enrolled 65,692 students in kindergarten-12th grade in 58
public schools and 19 charter, alternative, and special school center sites (Seminole
County Public Schools, 2007). The racial make-up of the students from SCPS was as
follows: 59.59% White, 17.56% Hispanic, 13.35% African-American, 3.68% Asian,
5.47% Multi-Racial, and 0.25% other races (Seminole County Public Schools, 2007a).
When reviewed in conjunction with larger school districts across the state of
Florida, such as Miami-Dade, Broward, and Orange Counties, Seminole County Public
Schools may be considered a small school district; however, in 2008, Seminole County
Public Schools was the 11th largest district of the 67 school districts in the state of Florida
and was ranked #51 for the largest school districts in the United States (Wikipedia,
2008b). Although Seminole County Public Schools is relatively large in size, the
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personnel who comprise this district have worked diligently to create a collaborative and
collegial work environment. The published mission of the Seminole County Public
Schools was “to ensure that all students acquire the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
necessary to be successful in adult life” (Seminole County Public Schools, 2007b).
Accustomed to setting high standards and achieving success, 97% of Seminole County’s
schools earned an ‘A’ or ‘B’ on the Florida A+ school grading plan for the 2006-2007
school year (Seminole County Public Schools, 2007c).

Data Collection
Interest in this study and participant contact were initiated during a brief
presentation at a district-wide elementary principals’ meeting on April 10, 2007. The
researcher was granted permission to distribute the research materials at one of these
monthly meetings with the goal of explaining the research, its purpose, the significance
of the study, as well as to explain what participation on the part of the administrator and
teacher entailed (Appendices C, D, E, & L). With the assistance of the district
elementary executive directors, each elementary principal received a research information
packet. These packets included the highlighted study information and the survey
instrument to disseminate to teachers. Attached to each survey instrument was a
participation consent form (Appendix E), which served to explain the purpose of the
study, what their participation involved, and how their individual responses would be
kept confidential. Each survey instrument also included an envelope for each participant
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to enclose and seal their completed survey in prior to turning it in to the researcher. This
envelope provided additional confidentiality for the participants
These information packets included a waiver of consent form for each
administrator (Appendix D). This document further outlined the extent of their
participation and served as a means to secure their consent to participate. Additionally,
as a gift of gratitude for considering participation, each administrator received a
complimentary copy of Phillips and Wagner’s (2003) text, School Culture Assessment: A
Manual for Addressing and Transforming School-Classroom Culture to use for their own
school culture research.
Following the presentation and distribution of materials, the principals were
strongly encouraged to share the research study and survey instrument with their teaching
faculties at an upcoming faculty meeting in anticipation that they would participate. The
decision to allow their teachers to participate, as well as the method whereby the
participating principal decided to distribute the survey instrument, whole group, small
group, or individually through faculty mailboxes, was left up to each individual principal.
The researcher ensured that each principal was provided with enough survey instruments
for his/her faculty and shared the contact information in the event that questions about
participation of additional materials were needed. Additionally, the researcher provided
each school with a self-addressed and stamped mailing envelope in which to return the
completed surveys.
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Upon receiving the survey instrument, the participants recorded their responses to
the survey questions by indicating the degree to which the statements most closely
aligned with the practices at their school (1= Never, or Almost Never, 2= Rarely, 3=
Sometimes, 4= Often, and 5= Always, or Almost Always). The responses were indicated
by circling one of the choices provided. The respondents were informed that their
answers were confidential and at no time were the respondents asked to provide their
names. To further ensure confidentiality, each school’s survey instruments were coded
with a number that the researcher assigned in order to identify participating schools.
Furthermore, throughout the research process, school names were not used as identifiers.
The final research report does not address individual schools; rather schools are grouped
by their rankings on the School Culture Triage Survey. These rankings mean that schools
are only referred to as those ranking in the top 33%, middle 33%, and bottom 33% on the
School Culture Triage Survey. Following the initial contact and delivery of survey
instruments at the principals’ meeting, the researcher monitored the status of participation
of each elementary school. A few follow-up questions regarding the return of materials
were initiated by the participants.
At the close of the data collection process for teachers responding to the School
Culture Triage Survey, the researcher obtained the student achievement data from the
Florida Department of Education website and began the analysis of data. During this
time, the researcher grouped the schools into the top 33%, middle 33%, and bottom 33%
based on their school culture scores. From these groups, eight principals that were
representative of the three ranked groups were contacted about participating in a follow-
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up interview. Every principal agreed to participate and was provided with consent
document (Appendix F) and the five interview questions (Appendix G). Given the option
to respond orally or in writing, the researcher spoke with one principal in person, one
over the telephone, and the remaining six submitted written responses to the questions.
Like the teacher responses, the information gathered from the principals was confidential
and was reported without names or designation towards a group based on the school
culture score. Each participating principal was presented with a gift certificate for
Bruster’s Ice Cream in appreciation for their time.
Following the completion of the study, the researcher contacted the participating
school administrators to offer thanks for their participation and inform them that the
research study was complete should they want to review it. The results for individual
schools are to remain confidential indefinitely.

Instrumentation
The collection of school culture data began when Seminole County elementary
school teachers were given a slightly modified version of Wagner and Masden-Copas’
(2002) School Culture Triage Survey (Appendix B) by their supervising administrator.
Christopher Wagner of the Center for Improving School Culture Permission, and one of
the survey’s authors, granted the researcher permission to use this instrument (Appendix
A). The instrument consisted of 23 items in total. Items 1-17 were unchanged from the
authors’ original instrument, while six questions soliciting demographic information were
added by the researcher.
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Items 1-17 examined the culture of the school through statements covering the
key culture constructs of collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy. For
each of these items, the respondents circled their responses on a 1-5 Likert Scale to
indicate the degree to which the statements most closely aligned with the practices at
their school (1= Never, or Almost Never, 2= Rarely, 3= Sometimes, 4= Often, and 5=
Always, or Almost Always). Items 18-23 pertained to demographic information
including years working in education, years working in the current school, highest
education degree earned, method of obtaining teaching certification, gender and race.
Two of these questions required the respondent to provide a written response, while the
other four were multiple choice type questions.
Additional data were collected through interviews with participating principals.
The interview questions were developed following an analysis of the school culture and
achievement data. The content of the questions focused on how the administrator
specifically felt about school culture, the extent to which he/she attributed culture to
student achievement, and methods whereby cultural and cultural changes were infused
throughout the school in order to support change while maintaining success (Appendix
G).
The respondents were informed that their answer choices were confidential and at
no time were the teacher respondents asked to provide their names. To further ensure
confidentiality, each school’s survey instruments were coded with a number that the
researcher assigned in order to identify participating schools.
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Research Questions
This study will be guided by the following research questions:
1.

To what extent do schools scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey differ on: (a) total
years of teaching experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching
experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level of degree
earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of
the faculty; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.

2. What relationship, if any, exists between the overall school culture as
measured by the School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement as
measured by the percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and
above on the 2007 FCAT Reading?
3. What relationships, if any, exist between each of the three key areas of
school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy)
and student achievement? School culture is measured by the School Culture
Triage Survey. Student achievement is measured by the percentage of third
grade students scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
4.

What relationship, if any, exists between a principal’s tenure at a particular
school and school culture as measured by the School Culture Triage Survey?
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Follow-Up Interview Questions with Administrators
In addition to the quantitative data collected through the School Culture Triage
Survey and achievement scores from the FCAT, the researcher sought to identify
common patterns of behavior and beliefs expressed by principals of the participating
schools. These qualitative data were collected through a brief interview. The guiding
interview questions were:
1. To what do you attribute your school culture?
2. What have you done to shape the culture of the school?
3. What are the targets you have for continuing to foster and develop a healthy
school culture?
4. To what extent do you feel school culture impacts student achievement?
5. To what extent does student achievement impact school culture?

Data Analysis
Upon completion of the survey window, the surveys were examined to ensure
they were properly completed and that respondents’ answered at least 15 of the 17 initial
survey questions (88%). A minimum number of responses for the seven remaining
demographic questions was not established. The results were hand-entered into a
spreadsheet designed to tally results for each participating elementary school. This
spreadsheet data were completed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences, Version
11.5 (SPSS). Data analysis was completed in an effort to determine which schools
comprised the top 33%, the middle 33%, and bottom 33% of school culture scores.
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Student achievement data of Seminole County’s third grade students taking Florida’s
FCAT Reading during the 2006-2007 school year were obtained from the Florida
Department of Education website (www.fldoe.org). These data were entered into SPSS
and analyzed to determine how a school’s culture and its student achievement on the
2007 FCAT Reading were related.

Data Analysis for Research Question 1
Data analysis for Research Question 1 focused on the extent to which schools
scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the bottom 33% on the School Culture
Triage Survey differ on: (a) total years of teaching experience of teachers; (b) years of
teaching experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level of degree earned; (d)
method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of the teachers; and (f)
racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.
After collecting the data, each participating schools’ culture data were analyzed to
determine a mean culture score. The researcher arrived at this score by calculating the
sum of points chosen by the participants for each of the 17 survey items and then dividing
this total by the number of participants from each school. Following this procedure, the
schools were ranked according to their mean culture scores and placed into one of three
groups. These groups comprised of the schools fitting into the top 33% (N=9), middle
33% (N=9), and bottom 33% (N=9) as measured by their school culture score.
Each of the three groups was subject to an analysis of descriptive statistics for
each of the six experiential/demographic variables included on the survey. These survey
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items were included to uncover the role specific demographics played throughout the
ranked schools. For comparison purposes, a mean value was determined for each of
these variables. The data inquiry included an analysis of the relationships between a
school’s score on the School Culture Triage Survey and the variables of (a) total years of
teaching experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching experience of teachers at present
school; (c) highest level of degree earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was
obtained; (e) gender of the teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers. In an
attempt to uncover any further differences not explained through the descriptive analyses,
an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was calculated for each of the
experiential/demographic variables.

Data Analysis for Research Question 2
Research Question 2 was aimed at establishing the relationship, if any, that
existed between the overall school culture as measured by the School Culture Triage
Survey, and student achievement as measured by the percentage of third grade students
scoring a level 3 or above on the 2007 FCAT Reading. The school culture data were
divided into groups as follows: top 33% of school culture scores (N=9), middle 33% of
school culture scores (N=9), and bottom 33% of school culture scores (N=9). A Pearson’s
Product Moment Correlation was used with these groups to establish what, if any,
significant relationship existed between student achievement as measured by the
percentage of students scoring a level 3 or above on the 2007 third grade FCAT Reading
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and the groups established by the cultures scores derived from the School Culture Triage
Survey.

Data Analysis for Research Question 3
Research Question 3 sought to determine what relationships, if any, existed between
each of the three key areas of school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and selfdetermination/efficacy) and student achievement. School culture was measured by the
School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement was measured by the percentage
of third grade students scoring a level 3 or above on the 2007 FCAT Reading as
published by the Florida Department of Education. Pearson’s Product Moment
Correlation was run to determine what relationships, if any, existed between the three key
areas of school culture and student achievement.

Data Analysis for Research Question 4
The fourth and final research question was designed to determine what
relationship, if any, existed between a principal’s tenure at a particular school and school
culture as measured by the School Culture Triage Survey. An analysis of this question
included a Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation to conclude what relationship, if any,
existed between the culture scores on the School Culture Triage Survey and the number
of years a principal has been the leader of the school.
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Data Analysis for Principal Interviews
Principal leaders (N=8) from participating schools took part in follow-up
interviews as a means of gathering additional information about their school’s culture and
its subsequent impact on student achievement. The focus of the interview questions was
to establish common practices employed by principals of schools with high culture scores
and high achievements compared with leaders of schools with low culture scores and low
achievement. Additional inquiry served to establish patterns of behavior for any schools
that were outliers with regard to culture scores and student achievement. The data
collected through the interviews were carefully reviewed and analyzed in search of
common patterns of beliefs. The idea behind this data analysis was to establish types of
behaviors, when increased or decreased by school leaders, which can have an impact on
school culture and student achievement.

Summary
This chapter described the methodology and procedures utilized in analyzing the
overall culture of elementary schools in Seminole County, Florida and how the cultures
impacted those schools’ student achievement as measured by third grade students taking
FCAT Reading. The analysis described in the this chapter also served to establish how
certain experiential/demographic variables, principal tenure, and the three key
components of school culture (collegiality, collaboration, and selfdetermination/efficacy) related to schools ranking in the top, middle, or bottom third of
the whole based on their school culture scores. In addition to describing these data
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analysis and the analysis associated with follow-up interviews with principals, this
chapter provided information about the population, instrumentation, and procedures of
data collection. Chapter Four highlights the analysis of data for the participating schools
and introduces the results of the study. Chapter Five includes a thorough discussion of
the research findings and implications for future research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
Introduction
This study was designed to collect quantitative and qualitative data concerning the
relationship between the overall culture of elementary schools, as perceived by teachers,
and the reading achievement demonstrated by third grade students at these schools. The
results of this study were intended to contribute to the existing research on school culture
and its role in student achievement. Additionally, it was hoped that the data results
complemented the extensive exploration of the relationships between collaboration,
collegiality, self-determination/efficacy, and to student achievement. Further qualitative
data gathered from participating principals were intended to reveal principal beliefs about
how school culture and student achievement may be related. This study was centered on
the following four questions:
1.

To what extent do schools scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey differ on: (a) total
years of teaching experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching
experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level of degree earned;
(d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of the
teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.
2. What relationship, if any, exists between the overall school culture as
measured by the School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement as
measured by the percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and
above on the 2007 FCAT Reading?
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3. What relationships, if any, exist between each of the three key areas of
school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy)
and student achievement? School culture is measured by the School Culture
Triage Survey. Student achievement is measured by the percentage of third
grade students scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
4.

What relationship, if any, exists between a principal’s tenure at a particular
school and school culture, as measured by the School Culture Triage
Survey?

This chapter is organized into seven sections. The first section provides a review
of the reliability analysis performed on the survey instrument. Section two includes an
overview of the research population and describes the demographic characteristics
revealed through the descriptive analysis. A thorough data analysis for each of the four
research questions can be found in sections three through six, while section seven
contains the analysis of data for the interviews conducted with eight principals from a
sample of the participating schools. The data discussed in sections two through six were
gathered from the teacher responses recorded on the self-administered School Culture
Survey. The qualitative analysis of principal data was retrieved from the five-question
interview conducted with principals by the researcher.
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Reliability Analysis of Survey Instrument
The School Culture Triage Survey was found in a publication aimed at assessing
school culture and has been used in various research studies (Cunningham, 200 MeltonShutt, 2004; Wagner, 2004; Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002). This fact supported the
supposition that the survey instrument’s reliability as a measurement of school culture
had been established; however to ensure reliability of the instrument in this study, the
researcher conducted a reliability analysis. Total question reliability (N=17) revealed a
Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.925. Additional reliability analyses were completed for each of
the three components of the survey: collaboration, collegiality, and selfdetermination/efficacy. Survey items focusing on collaboration (N=5) had a Cronbach’s
Alpha of .743. Collegiality related survey items (N=6) showed a Cronbach’s Alpha of
.887, while self-determination/efficacy survey items (N=6) had a Cronbach’s Alpha of
.879.
An inter-correlation test for each of the subscales (N=27) was also computed.
The Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation test revealed that the correlation between
collaboration and collegiality was significant (r = 0.95, p = 0.0). It was found that the
correlation between collaboration and self-determination/efficacy was significant (r =
0.97, p = 0.0). In addition to these findings of significance, the correlation test between
collegiality and self-determination/efficacy was also significant (r = 0.98, p = 0.0). Each
of these reliability results supports the presumption that the School Culture Triage survey
had high internal consistency reliability in determining school culture.
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Population and Demographic Characteristics
The population for this study included all elementary teachers employed by
Seminole County Public Schools in Seminole County, Florida during the 2006-2007
school year. This population consisted of approximately 1250 teachers in 37 elementary
schools across the county. Of the 37 elementary schools invited to participate, teachers
from 30 of the schools returned surveys, while seven schools chose not to participate.
After reviewing the survey responses, the researcher concluded that three of the schools
did not have enough completed surveys to be included in the study. As a result, surveys
were completed by teachers at 27 of the 37 schools (73%) for a total of 574 teacher
surveys included in the data analysis. School culture data analyses were completed after
ranking the schools and placing them in one of three groups based on culture scores: top
33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9), and bottom 33% (N=9). Additional information was
gathered through a brief interview with eight principals from the participating elementary
schools. These administrators were invited to participate in the interview following the
collection and analysis of data. Principals representing each ranked group were included
in this analysis.
Research Question 1 sought to reveal demographic and descriptive information
about the population included in this research study. Survey items 18-23 on the School
Culture Triage Survey (years of teaching experience, years teaching at current school,
race, gender, level of education, and method of obtaining teaching certificate) were
included to learn more about the professional and personal background of the
respondents, and determine how these variables differed on the School Culture Survey
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among the top 33%, middle 33% and bottom 33%. Tables and figures 1 through 6
display the percentages collected through a descriptive analysis for each of the
demographic questions asked in survey items 18-23.
Research Question 1
To what extent do schools scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey differ on: (a) total years of teaching
experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching experience of teachers at present school; (c)
highest level of degree earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained;
(e) gender of the teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.
Table 1 and Table 2 present the mean number of total years of teaching
experience of the teachers who participated in the study, as well a breakdown of years of
experience into various ranges. The data presented in Table 2 is also displayed in Figure
1. For this survey item, respondents were given the opportunity to write in the number of
years they had worked in education. The range for this question was from one year (first
year) to 47 years in education. To narrow down this large range, the researcher reported
the years in education as follows: 1-2 years; 3-9 years; 10-14 years; and 15 years or more.
These ranges are identical to the ranges used in Cunningham’s (2003) study. The
participating schools were grouped by the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9), and
bottom 33% (N=9) as determined by their mean scores on the School Culture Triage
Survey.
Teachers from the schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage
Survey had a mean of 13.51 years in education. Teachers working in the schools scoring
in the middle 33% for culture had a mean of 13.27 years of experience, while teachers
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working in the schools that made up the bottom 33% of culture scores had a mean of
15.17 years of teaching experience.
Table 1
Mean Total Years of Teaching Experience for Three Ranked Groups
Schools’
Culture Score
Range

N

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Top 33%

9

13.51 Years

10.08 Years

Middle 33%

9

13.27 Years

10.61 Years

Bottom 33%

9

15.17 Years

10.22 Years

Total

27

13.97 Years

10.35 Years

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.

Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 9.9% of
teachers with 1-2 years of total teaching experience, 35.2% of teachers with 3-9 years of
total teaching experience, 14.2% of teachers with 10-14 years of teaching experience, and
40.7% of teachers with 15 or more total years of working in education.
Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
12.4% of teachers with 1-2 years of total teaching experience, 35.0% of teachers with 3-9
years of total teaching experience, 9.2% of teachers with 10-14 years of teaching
experience, and 43.3% of teachers with 15 or more total years of working in education.
Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 5.6%
of teachers with 1-2 years of total teaching experience, 30.3% of teachers with 3-9 years
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of total teaching experience, 14.4% of teachers with 10-14 years of teaching experience,
and 44.8% of teachers with 15 or more total years of working in education.
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was calculated to determine if any further
differences existed between the groups and total years of teaching experience and may
have been undetected through the descriptive analysis and table/figure displays. An
alpha level of 0.5 was used for all statistical tests. No statistical difference was found, F
(47, 514) = 1.08, p = 0.34.
Table 2
Percentage of Total Years of Teaching Experience of Teachers
Schools’
Culture Score
Range

1-2 years

3-9 years

10-14 years

15+ years

Top 33%

9.9%

35.2%

14.2%

40.7%

Middle 33%

12.4%

35.0%

9.2%

43.3%

Bottom 33%

5.6%

30.3%

14.4%

49.7%

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.

91

Figure 1
Percentage of Total Years of Teaching Experience of Teachers

Table 3 and Figure 2 show each of the ranked groups and the mean years of
teaching at the present school, while Table 4 displays the ranked groups and the years of
teaching at the present school broken down into smaller ranges. Similar to survey item
18, survey question 19 was open ended allowing the respondent to write in the number of
years he/she has worked in the present school. The range for this question was from 1
year (first year) to 36 years working in their present school. The years at present school
were categorized in the following sets in order to narrow down the large range: 1-2 years;
3-9 years; 10-14 years; and 15 years or more. The participating schools were grouped by
the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9) and bottom 33% (N=9) as determined by their
mean scores on the School Culture Triage Survey.
Teachers from the schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage
Survey had of a mean of 5.89 years of teaching experience at their present school. The
teaching population representing the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey
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had a mean of 6.26 years of teaching experience at their present school, while the
teachers comprising the schools scoring in the bottom 33% on culture had a mean of 7.10
years of teaching experience at their present school.
Table 3
Mean Total Years of Teaching at Present School for Three Ranked Groups
Schools’
Culture Score
Range

N

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Top 33%

9

5.89 Years

6.06 Years

Middle 33%

9

6.25 Years

7.06 Years

Bottom 33%

9

7.10 Years

7.10 Years

Total

27

6.43 Years

6.76 Years

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.
Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 31.5%
of teachers with 1-2 years of teaching experience at their present school, 46.3% of
teachers with 3-9 years of teaching experience at their present school, 9.9% of teachers
with 10-14 years of teaching experience at their present school, and 12.3% of teachers
with 15 or more of teaching at their present school.
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Table 4
Percentage of Years of Teaching at Present School
Schools’ Culture
Score Range

1-2 years

3-9 years

10-14 years

15+ years

Top 33%

31.5%

46.3%

9.9%

12.3%

Middle 33%

39.6%

35.0%

9.7%

15.7%

Bottom 33%

23.1%

47.7%

10.3%

19.0%

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.

Figure 2
Percentage of Years of Teaching Experience of Teachers at Present School

Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
39.6% of teachers with 1-2 years of teaching experience at their present school, 35.0% of
teachers with 3-9 years of teaching experience at their present school, 9.7% of teachers
with 10-14 years of teaching experience at their present school, and 15.7% of teachers
with 15 or more of teaching at their present school.
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Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
23.1% of teachers with 1-2 years of teaching experience at their present school, 47.7% of
teachers with 3-9 years of teaching experience at their present school, 10.3% of teachers
with 10-14 years of teaching experience at their present school, and 19.0% of teachers
with 15 or more years of teaching at their present school.
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to determine if any further
differences existed between the groups and years of teaching experience at the present
school. These differences may have been undetected through the descriptive analysis and
table/figure displays. An alpha level of 0.5 was used for all statistical tests. No statistical
difference was found, F (36, 520) = 0.64, p = 0.95.
The percentages for the highest level of education attained by the participating
teachers are displayed in Table 5 and Figure 3. The levels of degrees presented to the
participants in survey item 20 included bachelors, masters, specialist, and doctorate. The
participating schools were grouped by the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9) and bottom
33% (N=9) as determined by their mean scores on the School Culture Triage Survey.
Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 58.0%
of teachers with a bachelor’s degree, 35.2% of teachers with a master’s degree, 4.9% of
teachers with a specialist degree, and 1.8% of teachers who earned a doctorate degree.
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Table 5
Percentage of Highest Level of Degree Earned by Teachers
Schools’ Culture
Score Range

Bachelors

Masters

Specialist

Doctorate

Top 33%

58.0%

35.2%

4.9%

1.9%

Middle 33%

58.5%

37.8%

2.8%

0.9%

Bottom 33%

52.3%

44.6%

2.1%

1.0%

Not all respondents answered all survey items.

Figure 3
Percentage of Highest Level of Degree Earned by Teachers

Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
58.5% of teachers with a bachelor’s degree, 37.8% of teachers with a master’s degree,
2.8% of teachers with a specialist degree, and 0.9% of teachers who earned a doctorate
degree.
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Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
52.3% of teachers with a bachelor’s degree, 44.6% of teachers with a master’s degree,
2.1% of teachers with a specialist degree, and 1.0% of teachers who earned a doctorate
degree.
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was calculated to determine if any further
differences existed between the groups and the highest level of degree earned by the
participating teachers as these differences may have been unnoticed through the
descriptive analysis and table/figure displays. An alpha level of 0.5 was used for all
statistical tests. No statistical difference was found, F (3, 568) = 1.75, p = 0.15.
Table 6 presents the percentages for the method whereby the respondents’
obtained their teaching degree: traditional route via a college or university degree in
education, or the alternative certification route. Figure 4 provides a visual representation
of this analysis. The participating schools were grouped by the top 33% (N=9), middle
33% (N=9) and bottom 33% (N=9) as determined by their mean scores on the School
Culture Triage Survey.
Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 93.2%
of teachers earn a teaching certificate through the traditional degree route, while 6.8% of
teachers received their teaching certificate through the alternative certification route.
Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 95.8% of
teachers earning their teaching certificate through the traditional degree route, and 4.2%
of teachers earned their teaching certificate via alternative certification. Schools scoring
in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 95.9% of teachers with
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teaching certificates earned through a traditional education degree method, and 4.1% of
teachers earning their teaching certificate through alternative certification. An Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA) determined that no further differences existed between the groups
and the method whereby the teacher certificate was obtained, F (1, 570) = 1.26, p = 0.26.
An alpha level of 0.5 was used for all statistical tests.
Table 6
Percentage of Method of Obtaining Teaching Certificate
Schools’ Culture
Score Range

Traditional

Alternative

Top 33%

93.2%

6.8%

Middle 33%

95.8%

4.2%

Bottom 33%

95.9%

4.1%

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.

Figure 4
Percentage of Method of Obtaining Teaching Certificate
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Table 7 and Figure 5 depict the gender of the participating teachers in each group
of responding schools. The participating schools were grouped by the top 33% (N=9),
middle 33% (N=9) and bottom 33% (N=9) as determined by their mean scores on the
School Culture Triage Survey.
Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 95%
female teachers, and 5.0% male teachers. Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the
School Culture Triage Survey had 95.4% female teachers, and 4.6% male teachers.
Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 95.8%
female teachers, and 4.2% male teachers. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was run to
determine if any further differences between the groups and gender may have been
concealed in the descriptive analysis found that no significant difference existed, F(1,
564) = 0.12, p = 0.72. An alpha level of 0.5 was used for all statistical tests.
Table 7
Percentage of Gender of Teachers
Schools’ Culture
Score Range

Female

Male

Top 33%

95.0%

5.0%

Middle 33%

95.4%

4.6%

Bottom 33%

95.8%

4.2%

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.
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Figure 5
Percentage of Gender of Teachers

The racial diversity (mix) of the respondents from the participating schools is
described in Table 8 and Figure 6. Survey item 23 included the following five categories
of racial diversity: Asian, Black, Hispanic, White, and Other. The participating schools
were grouped by the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9) and bottom 33% (N=9) as
determined by their mean scores on the School Culture Triage Survey.
Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 1.3%
Asian teachers, 3.8% Black teachers, 4.4% Hispanic teachers, 89.9% White teachers, and
0.6% of teachers identifying with the category Other.
Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 0.9%
Asian teachers, 4.7% Black teachers, 3.7% Hispanic teachers, 89.3% White teachers, and
1.4% of teachers identifying with the category Other.
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Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 1.1%
Asian teachers, 3.8% Black teachers, 3.2% Hispanic teachers, 89.8% White teachers, and
2.2% of teachers identifying with the category Other.
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to determine if any further
differences existed between the groups and the ethnicity of the participating teachers that
may have been undetected through the descriptive analysis. An alpha level of 0.5 was
used for all statistical tests. No statistical difference was found, F (4, 555) = 0.43, p =
0.79.
Table 8
Percentage of Racial Diversity (mix) of Teachers
Schools’
Culture
Score Range

Asian

Black

Hispanic

White

Other

Top 33%

1.3%

3.8%

4.4%

89.9%

0.6%

Middle 33%

0.9%

4.7%

3.7%

89.3%

1.4%

Bottom 33%

1.1%

3.8%

3.2%

89.8%

2.2%

Note: Not all respondents answered all survey items.
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Figure 6
Percentage of Racial Diversity (mix) of Teachers

Research Question 2
What relationship, if any, exists between the overall school culture as measured
by the School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement as measured by the
percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 or above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading?
Research Question 2 sought to reveal any relationship between the participating
schools’ overall school culture scores and student achievement. School culture scores
were collected from data provided by teachers completing the School Culture Triage
Survey, and student achievement scores were gathered from the Florida Department of
Education’s website list of participating schools’ percentage of third grade students
scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
School culture scores were ranked and three groups were formed for the analysis.
The schools were groups by those scoring in the top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9) and
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bottom 33% (N=9) on the School Culture Triage Survey. Table 9 and Figure 7 present
the mean culture scores for each of the three groups. The mean school culture score for
the 9 schools ranked in the top 33% of the population was 4.03. The mean school culture
score for the 9 schools making up the middle 33% of the population was 3.69, and the
mean school culture scores for the 9 schools comprising the bottom 33% of the
population was 3.33.
Table 9
Mean Culture Scores for Schools in the Three Ranked Groups
Schools

Mean Culture Score

N

Standard Deviation

Top 33%

4.03

9

0.16

Middle 33%

3.69

9

0.10

Bottom 33%

3.33

9

0.13

Total

3.68

27

0.32

Note: 88% of Survey Items had to be answered for inclusion in the data set.
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Figure 7
Mean Culture Scores for Schools in the Three Ranked Groups

Student achievement scores were collected for each ranked school and averaged
to determine an average percentage of students’ scoring at level 3 and above on the
FCAT for each group. Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage
Survey had an average of 79.3% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007
FCAT Reading. Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey
had an average of 77.5% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading. Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
an average of 82.3% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading. Table 10 and Figure 8 provide a visual representation of school culture groups
and student achievement as measured by students’ scoring at level 3 and above on the
2007 FCAT Reading.
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Table 10
Third Grade FCAT Reading Proficiency between the Three Ranked Groups
Schools’
Culture Score Ranges

FCAT Proficiency

N

Standard Deviation

Top 33%

79.3%

9

7.26

Middle 33%

77.5%

9

9.44

Bottom 33%

82.3%

9

8.27

Total

79.74%

27

8.29

Figure 8
Third Grade FCAT Reading Proficiency between the Three Ranked Groups

A Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation was completed to determine what, if
any, relationship existed between the schools’ percentages of third grade students scoring
at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading and school culture based on the ranked
groups formed from the School Culture Triage Survey scores. An alpha level of .05 was
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used for all statistical tests. No statistical difference was found (r = 0.15, p = 0.45).
Further analysis of the total (pool) standard deviation and effect size of differences
between groups returned the following information. The difference between the top 33%
scoring culture group and middle 33% scoring culture group was 1.8. This number was
divided by the total standard deviation 8.29 yielding a small effect size of 0.217. The
effect size calculation between the top scoring culture group and bottom scoring culture
group was -3.0/8.29 for a moderate effect size of -0.36. A final analysis of the effect size
of the difference between the middle 33% scoring culture group and the bottom 33%
scoring culture group was -4.8/8.29, for a strong effect size of -0.58.

Research Question 3
What relationships, if any, exist between each of the three key areas of school
culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) and student
achievement? School culture is measured by the School Culture Triage Survey. Student
achievement is measured by the percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and
above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation was performed to determine a relationship
between each of the three key areas of school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and
self-determination/efficacy) as measured on the School Culture Triage Survey and
student achievement as measured by students scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007
FCAT Reading.
The Pearson’s Correlation between the three key areas of school culture
(collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) culture and student
achievement revealed no significant relationships. The correlation calculations for each
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of the three key areas of school culture and student achievement were as follows:
collaboration (r = -0.28, p = 0.15), collegiality (r = -0.18, p = 0.37), and selfdetermination/efficacy (r = -0.24, p = 0.23).

Research Question 4
What relationship, if any, exists between a principal’s tenure at a particular school and
school culture as measured by the School Culture Triage Survey?
To determine if there was a relationship between the number of years a principal
has been the leader of a particular school (tenure) and the school’s overall culture, a
Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation was computed. The results of this test found that
there was no statistically significant relationship between principal tenure and school
culture (r = -0.29, p = 0.14). A further descriptive analysis of these data revealed a mean
tenure of 3.26 years for the principals from the participating schools, and a strong
positive skew.

Follow-Up Interviews: Principal Beliefs About School Culture and Student Achievement
The researcher sought to identify common patterns of behavior and beliefs
expressed by principals of the participating schools. These qualitative data were
collected through a brief interview with principals (N=8) from each of the three ranked
groups. The guiding interview questions were:
1. To what do you attribute your school culture?
2. What have you done to shape the culture of the school?
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3. What are the targets you have for continuing to foster and develop a healthy
school culture?
4. To what extent do you feel school culture impacts student achievement?
5. To what extent does student achievement impact school culture?
Following the interviews, the researcher analyzed the principal responses. The
responses were reviewed for similarities and differences in beliefs shared by the
principals and were compared both within and between the groups. The patterns of
beliefs and similarities/differences in responses among the principals from each of the
three ranked groups are revealed below.

Interview Question 1
To what do you attribute your school culture?
Responding principals representing schools scoring in the top 33% on the School
Culture Triage Survey expressed that their beliefs in a strong vision, a leadership style
based on the principles of servant leadership, and high expectations for collaboration and
a team approach were major contributors to their school culture. Additional common
factors attributed to their school culture were related to their hiring practices and
employing faculty with various traits and experiences that will strengthen the established
culture.
Common beliefs from principals representing schools scoring in the middle 33%
on the School Culture Triage Survey were that of collaboration, cooperation, and team
building which was implemented to foster shared experiences.
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Common values attributed to the school culture expressed by principals from
schools scoring in the bottom 33% of school culture scores took into account the shared
values, vision, and traditions, the leadership style of the principal, and the characteristics
of the school and community population.

Interview Question 2
What have you done to shape the culture of the school?
Principals from schools in the top 33% of school culture scores noted that they
had shaped the culture of the school through the creation of shared experiences by the
staff both on and off the school campus and during and after the school year. They
commonly spoke of using team building activities, involving everyone in decisionmaking and planning, and continuing their approach to hiring new staff as methods of
supporting their vision and values.
Similarly, principals representing schools scoring in the middle 33% of school
culture scores spoke about a fostering the common vision through celebrations and
activities. They also described their attention to expectations and structure, instructional
leadership, and the nurturing of mutual respect and positive communication as actions
aimed at shaping the school culture.
Responses expressed by principals from schools scoring in the bottom 33% of
school culture scores also focused on the implementation of activities designed to bring
the faculty and community together to celebrate one another. Another common practice
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noted by these respondents was the purposeful consideration for the school culture and
devising methods of both establishing it and changing it.

Interview Question 3
What are the targets you have for continuing to foster and develop a healthy school
culture?
Responding principals from the schools scoring in the top 33% of school culture
score commonly focused on their drive to continue implementing activities which
supported their established vision and values. These principals frequently noted that their
targets for continuing to foster and develop a healthy school culture were centered on
keeping their faculty focused and interested in the values and vision which were already
established and recognized.
The targets for continuing to foster and develop a healthy culture, as described by
principals from schools scoring in the middle 33% of school culture scores were that of
creating more opportunities for decision-making and open communication, focusing on
the establishment of a collaborative environment, and continuing to monitor leadership
styles and management expectations.
Respondents from schools scoring in the bottom 33% of school culture scores
discussed continuing to focus on activities designed to increase teamwork and the
creation of shared experiences by the faculty, students, and community. These
principals’ responses focused on creating opportunities for the school and community to
work together.
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Interview Question 4
To what extent do you feel school culture impacts student achievement?
The principals from all three ranked culture groups were in agreement when
expressing their beliefs about the impact of school culture on student achievement. There
was concurrence in the responses to this questions whereby each respondent noted their
belief that school culture did have an impact on student achievement. Their various
responses indicated they felt school culture unified the faculty and set the tone for student
success.

Interview Question 5
To what extent does student achievement impact school culture?
Unlike the congruence in responses and patterns revealed in the previous four
interview questions, the researcher discovered some differences in responses within and
among the groups for this question. Principals from schools scoring in the top 33% of
school culture scores had a variety of beliefs regarding the impact that student
achievement had on school culture. These responses ranged from believing student
achievement was the driving force behind school culture to believing that there was a
relationship, but the impact is not as influential as it is for the reverse relationship: culture
impacting achievement.
Respondents representing schools from the middle 33% of culture scores
indicated that they believed student achievement did impact school culture. Differing
opinions pointed out that when achievement was high it fostered positive feelings for the
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staff, thus massaging the culture. However, on the other end, when achievement was
low, it could negatively impact culture.
Principals from schools scoring in the bottom 33% of school culture scores also
expressed contrasting beliefs about the impact of student achievement on culture. The
analysis revealed that some felt that there was a direct relationship between student
achievement and school culture. Meanwhile, others felt the impact was not as great as
when looking at the impact of culture on achievement or when looking at the impact
when it is related to the results of the achievement, high or low.

Summary of Principal Interview Questions
The information gathered from the principal interviews revealed many similarities
in beliefs among principals from each of the tree ranked groups based on culture scores.
When asked about the characteristics they attributed to their school’s culture, every
principal, in their own words, included variables associated with vision, values,
collaboration, cooperation, and shared experiences often found through the shared
expectations, traditions, and history of the school. Each principal had their own strategy
for tending to the culture of their schools and all respondents appeared to show
appreciation for the value culture had in their institution. Furthermore, every respondent,
regardless of school culture score, stated their belief that school culture highly impacted
student achievement.
Slight differences in the responses from the principals became evident through an
analysis of interview questions one, two and three. A trend that was discovered through
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these questions was the degree of specificity and purposeful planning discussed by the
principals from the high culture schools compared to the schools falling in the middle and
bottom 33%. Principals from the high culture schools attributed a large portion of their
culture to the vision they had established for their school. This vision was initiated
through their attention to hiring “the right people in the right jobs so everyone gets along
and gets the job done.” After hiring individuals they felt would contribute to their vision,
principals from high culture schools focused on highly detailed and planned strategic
activities and opportunities for the vision to flourish into a strong, positive culture.
Similarly, in high culture schools, the targets for continuing to foster a healthy school
culture were centered on maintaining interest and motivation for the established vision
and values of the school environment. Although the responses of principals falling in the
middle 33% and bottom 33% of school culture scores were indicative of thoughtful
planning and the establishment of meaningful opportunities to foster school culture, they
did not appear to be as deliberate in terms of building upon a premeditated vision. This
trend and other similarities and differences are discussed further in chapter five.

Summary
This chapter presented the analysis of data and the demographic information
collected from the population’s responses on the School Culture Triage Survey compared
to student achievement data obtained from third graders taking the 2007 FCAT Reading.
The analysis of data was guided by four research questions designed to determine what, if
any, relationships existed between the noted variables. Further analysis of data gathered
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through a five question interview with principals from participating schools served to
provide additional insight into the relationship between school culture and student
achievement. A summary of these results and a discussion of the research findings, as
well as implications for future research can be found in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, & RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This chapter provides a summary of the research findings, conclusions derived
from the analysis of the research questions, and recommendations for practice and future
research. In particular, this chapter contains a thorough discussion of the research
analysis concerning the relationship between school culture and student achievement in
Seminole County Public Schools, Seminole County, Florida. Conclusions and
implications for this study were drawn by the researcher from the analysis of data and the
wide body of research available on the subject of school culture and student achievement.
Recommendations for future research are included to provide insight and perspective for
researchers interested in learning more about how school culture and student achievement
may be related.
This chapter is organized into seven sections. A restatement of the problem can
be found in section one. Section two provides a review of the methodology used for this
study. Sections three and four comprise the summary findings of the four research
questions and a discussion of the data revealed through the follow-up principal
interviews. Concluding statements are located in section five, while the implications of
this study and recommendations for future research on the relationship between school
culture and student achievement can be found in sections six and seven respectively.
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Statement of the Problem
Through identifying school culture using the School Culture Triage Survey,
ranking this school culture in the top, middle, or bottom 33%, and looking at the
relationships between these rankings and student achievement, this study sought to
determine the extent to which the health of a school, its culture, was related to student
achievement. Further analysis sought to define how each of the key components:
collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy contributed to student
achievement, how principal tenure was related to school culture, and examined the role
that demographics and experience played in the school culture rankings. Additional data
collection through follow-up principal interviews served to reveal more about principal
beliefs regarding the relationship between school culture and student achievement.

Methodology
Population and Data Collection
The target population for this study included all elementary teachers employed by
Seminole County Public Schools in Seminole County, Florida during the 2006-2007
school year. The overall teacher population of this district consisted of approximately
1250 teachers in 37 elementary schools. After distribution and completion of the survey
instrument, the final population for this study included 574 elementary school teachers
from 27 schools (73%). Additional information was gathered from eight principals from
the school sample. These administrators were invited to participate in a brief interview
following the collection and analysis of data.
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Participant contact for data collection and the distribution of research materials
took place during a brief presentation at a district-wide elementary principal’s meeting in
April of 2007. Each of the 37 Seminole County elementary principals received a
research information packet which included detailed information about the research
study, consent documentation, confidentiality procedures, and the survey instrument
(Appendices B, C, D, & E). The principals were encouraged to distribute the research
materials to their teachers, and directions for the return of the survey materials were
provided. Each principal was provided with a complimentary copy of Phillips and
Wagner’s (2003) text, School Culture Assessment: A Manual for Addressing and
Transforming School-Classroom Culture as a gesture of gratitude for considering
participation.
Following the initial contact and delivery of survey instruments, the researcher
monitored the status of participation for each elementary school. By June 2007, 30
schools had returned survey instruments to the researcher. After reviewing the surveys
for completion and response rate, the researcher concluded that 27 schools had returned
enough surveys to be included in the study (73%), while the three remaining schools did
not have enough completed teacher surveys to adequately determine the school’s culture.
A total of 574 individual teacher surveys were collected from the participating schools.
Follow-up data regarding principal beliefs about the relationship between school
culture scores and student achievement were requested through interviews with nine
principals from the participating schools. The interviews were completed with eight of
the nine principals contacted for follow-up information. These principals represented a
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sample from each of the three groups of schools; those falling in the top 33%, middle
33%, and bottom 33% according to their culture score on the School Culture Triage
Survey, however, they were not provided with any information about school culture
scores for their school or any school in the study in order to ensure confidentiality. The
principal response data were collected in April 2008. Each participant received a three
dollar Bruster’s Ice Cream gift card as a thank you for their participation.

Instrumentation
School culture data were collected through completion of a slightly modified
version of Wagner and Masden-Copas’ (2002) School Culture Triage Survey (Appendix
B). Permission to use this self-administered, 23 item survey, was granted by its authors
(Appendix A). Items 1-17, remained unchanged from the authors’ original instrument
and sought to examine the overall culture of schools through the three key culture
constructs of collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy. For each of
these items, the respondents circled their responses on a 1-5 Likert Scale indicating the
degree to which the practices at their school aligned with each statement (1= Never, or
Almost Never, 2= Rarely, 3= Sometimes, 4= Often, and 5= Always, or Almost Always).
Demographic information including years working in education, years working in the
current school, highest education degree earned, method of obtaining teaching
certification, gender, and race were added by the researcher and represented items 18-23
of the survey instrument.
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Additional data were collected through interviews with participating principals.
The interview questions were developed by the researcher following the review of
literature on school culture and analysis of school culture data. These questions focused
on the administrator’s beliefs about school culture, the role it played in student
achievement, and the extent to which they believed it contributed to their school’s
success.

Data Analysis
At the conclusion of the survey window, the results were hand-entered into a data
spreadsheet found in Statistical Package for Social Sciences, Version 11.5 (SPSS). The
culture data were sorted by each school’s assigned identification number and were
analyzed by translating each of the responses for the first 17 survey items into numerical
values which represented the five-point Likert scale found on the survey instrument (1=
Never, or Almost Never, 2= Rarely, 3= Sometimes, 4= Often, and 5= Always, or Almost
Always). School culture scores were calculated by determining the mean score for each
participating school. This was done by finding the overall school totals for each of the 17
survey items and then dividing this total by the number of respondent’s for that school.
The 27 participating schools were then ranked and assigned a group (top 33%, middle
33%, and bottom 33%) based on their mean score on the School Culture Triage Survey.
Similar analyses were performed when analyzing the differences among each of
the school culture constructs: collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy.
A mean score for each of these areas was calculated for each participating school, while
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question number four on principal tenure required that the average years of principal
leadership at each school be calculated and related to school culture. Descriptive analyses
were completed to determine the differences between each of the ranked school culture
groups and demographic variables related to (a) total years of teaching experience of
teachers; (b) years of teaching experience of teachers at present school; (c) highest level
of degree earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained; (e) gender of
the teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.
Student achievement data for each participating school were obtained from the
Florida Department of Education’s website (www.fldoe.org). Specifically, each
participating schools’ percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and above on
the 2007 FCAT Reading were utilized in the analysis of student achievement data.

Summary and Discussion of Findings
This study was guided by four research questions. The following section reveals
the summary, analysis, and discussion of findings obtained from the data for each of the
questions.
Research Question 1
To what extent do schools scoring in the top 33%, the middle 33%, and the
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey differ on: (a) total years of teaching
experience of teachers; (b) years of teaching experience of teachers at present school; (c)
highest level of degree earned; (d) method by which teaching certificate was obtained;
(e) gender of the teachers; and (f) racial diversity (mix) of the teachers.
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This question sought to determine the experiential and demographic differences
among the responding teachers for each of the ranked school culture groups. The
participating schools (N=27) were ranked and groups into thirds, top 33% (N=9), middle
33% (N=9), and bottom 33% (N=9), based on their mean culture score on the selfadministered School Culture Triage Survey. The participating schools completed a total
of 574 surveys and had the following teacher response rates: schools in the top 33% of
culture scores on the School Culture Triage Survey (N=9) had an average response rate of
18 teacher responding per school; schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School
Culture Triage Survey had an average response rate of 24 teachers per school; schools in
the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had an average return rate of 22
completed surveys per school.
Descriptive analyses were calculated for each of the groups and the six
experiential/demographic variables: total years of teaching experiences, years of teaching
experiences at present school, highest level of degree earned, method of obtaining
teaching certificate, gender, and ethnicity. To ensure that differences that may not have
been observed in the descriptive analysis could be further determined or explained, the
researcher conducted an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) for each of the experiential and
demographic variables. Each of the calculated ANOVAs reflected the minor differences
perceived in the descriptive analyses: no statistically significant differences between the
groups and experiential/demographic variables existed.
Although the differences between the ranked groups and the experiential and
demographic variables were not considerably significant, there were a few slight
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differences worth drawing attention to. When reviewing the mean years of total teaching
experience of the respondents in the three groups, it was noted that teachers from schools
scoring within the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had a mean of over
one and a half more years of total teaching experience and a mean of almost one more
year of teaching experience at their present school compared to the mean years of
experience for teachers from schools scoring in the top 33% and middle 33% on the
School Culture Triage Survey. Schools in the bottom 33% of scores on the School
Culture Triage Survey had more teachers (64%) with ten or more years of total teaching
experience compared with schools in the top 33% (52.9%) and middle 33% (52.5%).
Similarly, when considering the total years of teaching experiences of the teachers at their
present school, schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey
had more teachers (29.3%) working ten or more years at their present school compared to
schools with culture scores in the top 33% (22.2%) and middle 33% (25.4%).
Conversely, schools scoring in the top 33% and middle 33% on the School Culture
Triage Survey had more teachers that were newer to their present school. Schools in the
middle 33% had the most teachers with 1-2 years of total teaching experience (12.4%)
and 1-2 years of teaching experience at their present school (39.6%), while schools
scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had 9.9% of teachers with 12 years of total teaching experiences, and 31.5% of teachers working 1-2 years at their
present school.
The findings related to the years of teaching experience of the teachers from the
participating schools and the overall school culture did not reflect what was expected.
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Research suggested that positive school cultures and effective schools were correlated
with the presence of collaboration and collegiality, both of which positively develop over
time when individuals get to know one another and are accustomed to working together
(Barth 1990; 2006; Phillips & Wagner, 2003; Purkey & Smith, 1983).

With the

previous findings in mind, one would have expected that the schools scoring in the top
33% of school culture would have a teaching faculty with the most overall years of
teaching experience and years working in the same school together, rather than the
converse findings presented in this study. It would be assumed that teachers with more
years of experience, both in the field and amongst one another, would have established
more collaborative cultures and more developed collegial relationships, while teachers
who have not worked in the field or with one another as long, would not have had as
many opportunities to develop relationships that are as collaborative and collegial. It
could not be determined from the data why the findings resulted in the opposite manner
as would be expected based on the review of literature and available research on
collaboration and collegiality within school organizations.
The descriptive data analysis concerning the culture scores of the participating
schools and the variables related to highest level of degree obtained and method of
earning teaching certificate, revealed minor differences among the groups. When
reviewing highest level of educational degree obtained, schools scoring in the top 33% on
the School Culture Triage Survey had more teachers with specialist and doctorate degrees
(6.8% combined) compared to teachers with specialist and doctorate degrees from
schools scoring in the middle 33% (3.7% combined) and bottom 33% (3.1% combined).
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This finding supported the notion that a teacher’s level of self-determination/efficacy
may be a key component when determining their feelings about their school’s culture
(Phillips & Wagner, 2003). Self-efficacy, which is defined as “people's beliefs about
their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over
events that affect their lives (Bandura, 1994, p.71), would be an expected characteristic
present in individuals who have been motivated to earn more advanced degrees in their
chosen field. Furthermore, the fact that schools with higher school culture scores have
more teachers with specialist and doctorate degrees, however slight, supports the belief
expressed by Phillips and Wagner (2003) that in the context of schools, “efficacy is
demonstrated when staff members work to improve their skills as true professionals, and
not because they see themselves as helpless members of a large, uncaring bureaucracy”
(Phillips & Wagner, p. 7).
According to the National Center for Alternative Certification (2007), many
educational studies generated during the 1990s reported huge anticipated teacher
shortages across the nation, therefore creating a rush of teacher recruitment strategies.
The focus of filling these projected staffing voids was on the establishment of alternative
routes to teacher certification. Since 1983, state alternative certification programs have
grown from being in only eight states (Education Weekly, 2008) to being in all 50 states
and the District of Columbia in 2007, with “more than half of them being establishing in
the last 15 years” (National Council for Alternative Certification, 2007, p. 2). Data
reported by the National Council for Alternative Certification revealed that in 2006,
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59,000 teachers nationwide were issued a teaching certification via an alternative
certification route.
Teachers who enter alternative certification programs have already received a
college or university degree; however, it was not in the field of education. These
individuals often work in the field as teachers while taking classes toward a degree in
education. For this reason, the number of classes taken and classroom experiences had
by teachers working through alternative certification programs typically do not equate to
the number of classes and classroom experiences of pre-service teachers going through a
traditional college or university education program (Education Weekly, 2008). With this
fact in mind, one might presume that teachers with an alternative certificate would not
have the same pre-service teacher experiences and/or received the same level of
preparedness compared with students working through a full-time college or university
degree in education. This supposition might affect the levels of collaboration,
collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy perceived by these teachers, thus impacting
their perceptions of school culture. For this reason, the researcher was interested in the
placement of teachers who were alternatively certified among the three ranked groups
When reviewing the data associated with the school culture groups and method
whereby teaching certificate was obtained: a traditional college or university education
program or through an alternative certification program, a minor difference among the
groups presented itself. Schools scoring in the top 33% of culture scores had more
teachers obtain their teaching certificates through alternative certification programs
(6.8%) than schools scoring in the middle 33% (4.2%) and bottom 33% (4.1%). This
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finding does not support the assumption that alternatively certified teachers perception of
school culture may be related to the method whereby they earned their degree. This
finding may be supported by the fact that many teachers entering the field through
alternative certification have realized their motivation to become teachers after first
working in another career. The notion that teaching was chosen as a second career for
many of these individuals may positively contribute to their perceptions of the culture.
In addition to the level of intrinsic motivation that may be inherent to individuals
obtaining their teaching certification through alternative certification methods, another
explanation for the higher presence of alternatively certified teachers in schools scoring
in the top 33% of culture scores may have been attributed to Seminole County Public
Schools’ teacher support programs. Teachers who are new to Seminole County attend a
New Teacher Orientation, participate in a teacher induction program, and work with
mentors to guide them in receiving materials and information that familiarize them with
the district. In many instances, the mentors for these programs consist of teachers who
are National Board Certified, thus teachers who are new to the field of education are
provided supported by teachers who have shown mastery of and dedication towards the
profession. The support offered through participation in these activities should
subsequently impact a new teacher’s feelings about their environment, therefore
influence the school culture.
The descriptive data analysis regarding the culture scores of the participating
schools and the variables related to gender and ethnicity revealed there were almost no
differences among the groups. For the gender variable, each of the three groups had a
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female composition in the 95%-96% range and a male composition in the 4%-5% range.
When reviewing the racial makeup of the respondents from the participating schools, the
groups were fairly equivalent. Each of the three groups had a White population in the
89% range and each of the other racial backgrounds was within one percentage point of
each other. These results indicated that the makeup of the three ranked groups was
similar.

Research Question 2
What relationship, if any, exists between the overall school culture as measured
by the School Culture Triage Survey, and student achievement as measured by the
percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 or above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading?
An analysis of research question 2 required that school culture data obtained
through the teacher responses on the self-administered School Culture Triage Surveys be
ranked and divided into the three designated groups: top 33% (N=9), middle 33% (N=9),
and bottom 33% (N=9). The mean school culture score for the schools comprising the
top 33% of the population was 4.03, while the mean school culture scores for the schools
from the middle 33% and bottom 33% of the population were 3.69 and 3.33 respectively.
Student achievement scores were collected for each ranked school and averaged
to determine an average percentage of students’ scoring at level 3 and above on the
FCAT for each group. Schools scoring in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage
Survey had an average of 79.3% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007
FCAT Reading. Schools scoring in the middle 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey
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had an average of 77.5% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading. Schools scoring in the bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had
an average of 82.3% of students scoring at levels 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT
Reading. A Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation determined that no statistically
significant relationship existed between third grade students scoring at level 3 and above
on the 2007 FCAT Reading and school culture based on the ranked groups formed from
the School Culture Triage Survey scores (r = 0.15, p = 0.45).
After reviewing the large body of research on the subject of school culture and
student achievement, the outcomes of this data analysis were not what was expected.
Throughout the literature and research on the relationships between school culture and
student achievement, there were clear correlations between the two variables; namely
high culture was related to high achievement and lower culture was related to lower
achievement (Cunningham, 2003; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Gruenert, 2005; Macneil,
Prater, & Busch, 2007; Melton-Shutt, 2004; Van Der Westhuizen, Mosoge, Swanepoel,
& Coetsee, 2005). It could not be determined from the data why the findings did not
present themselves in the expected manner; however, some possible explanations are
presented below.
One possible explanation for the conflicting findings could be the fact that
Seminole County Public Schools had already distinguished itself as a high achieving
Florida school district, thus high proficiency and high culture correlations may have
already existed. Seminole County Public Schools had received a district grade of “A”
since the Florida Department of Education started assigning grades after the 2003-2004
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school year (Florida Department of Education, 2008). Additionally, Seminole County’s
elementary schools earned above average grades from the Florida Department of
Education for the 2006-2007 school year. These school grades were as follows: 81.1%
(30 out of 37) earned A’s, 16.2% (6 out of 37) earned B’s, and 2.7% (1 out of 37) earned
a C. The fact that Seminole County Public Schools had demonstrated high proficiency
with these above average measures of school effectiveness suggests a limited range of
outcomes which may have suppressed the relationship with the culture scores.
A review of the culture scores for all three groups indicated that the mean culture
score for the responding population was 3.68. Although this mean score took many
variables into account, could not be fully explained, and presented some effect size
differences between the groups, on the surface one could perceive that it is more positive
than negative. Since the mean scores could have been between one and five, one being
the lowest and five being the highest, it could be recognized that a total mean score of
3.68 was relatively positive.
A review of the student achievement data for Seminole County supported its high
achieving status. The average percentage of proficient third graders for the population
(N=27) of this study was 79.74% of third grade students scoring at levels 3 and above on
the 2007 FCAT Reading. This average was ten percentage points higher than the 69% of
third grade students across the state of Florida who scored at levels 3 and above on the
2007 FCAT Reading, while it hovered closely to the 80% of third grade students across
Seminole County who scored a levels 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading (Florida
Department of Education, 2008).
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Other possible causes of the converse findings, although unlikely given the
replication factor of the study and reliability of the survey instrument, could be attributed
to the sample size, methodology procedures, and/or instrumentation used.

Research Question 3
What relationships, if any, exist between each of the three key areas of school
culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) and student
achievement? School culture is measured by the School Culture Triage Survey. Student
achievement is measured by the percentage of third grade students scoring at level 3 and
above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
In order to determine if there was a relationship between each of the three key
areas of school culture (collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy) and
student achievement, a mean score was calculated for each of the participating schools on
these three subscales. These subscale scores were correlated to the student achievement
data as measured by the percentage of students scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007
FCAT Reading using the Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation test.
The findings of the Pearson’s Correlation between collaboration and student
achievement revealed no statistically significant relationship (r = -0.28, p = 0.15). The
correlation calculation between collegiality and student achievement indicated that no
statistically significant relationship existed (r = -0.18, p = 0.37). Likewise, the
correlation test performed between self-determination/efficacy and student achievement
found that there was no statistically significant relationship (r = -0.24, p = 0.23).
These results concluded that student achievement, the percentage of students
scoring level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading, could not be predicted from the
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scores reported on the three subscales represented on the School Culture Triage Survey:
collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy. Similar to the results
discussed on research question two, these findings are not consistent with the literature
and research on school culture and the roles played by the constructs of collaboration,
collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy. It could not be determined from the data
why these results did not complement the existing research on collaboration, collegiality
and self-determination/efficacy as a key component of school culture and student
achievement. It may be presumed that the aforementioned explanations presented in
research question two influenced the expected outcomes of this question as well.

Research Question 4
What relationship, if any, exists between a principal’s tenure at a particular school and
school culture as measured by the School Culture Triage Survey?
A review of the literature on school culture, uncovered various research articles
that focused on principal leadership as a contributing factor to a school’s culture (Barth
2001; 2002; Buckingham & Coffman, 1999; Deal and Peterson, 1999, 2002; Eilers &
Camacho, 2007; Peterson & Deal, 1998; Sergiovanni, 1990; Trubowitz, 2005; Waters,
Marzano, & McNulty, 2004). These details lead the researcher to an interest in how the
years of leadership a principal has accumulated at a particular school was related to the
school’s culture. A Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation was computed to determine if
there was a relationship between the number of years a principal has been the leader of a
particular school (tenure) and the school’s overall culture.
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In keeping with the trend of the previous research questions, the findings of this
data analysis also revealed that there was no statistically significant relationship between
principal tenure and school culture (r = -0.29, p = 0.14). A histogram performed on the
data analysis uncovered a strong positive skew for principal tenure, while a review of the
mean for the number of years principals’ from the participating schools had been
assigned to their present school was low 3.26 years. This relatively small mean
representing the number of years the participating principals had been the leaders of their
schools could be hypothesized as a reason for these findings. It may be presumed that
principals have not had enough time or opportunities to influence the culture of their
schools over the long term since many of them had not been in the leadership role at that
particular school for very long. Further longitudinal research that includes on-site
observation and anecdotal record taking may be necessary to get a more authentic reading
on the relationship between school culture and principal tenure. The following
discussion about the follow-up principal interviews conducted during this research study
may also contribute to this topic.

Principal Interviews
In order to gain more insight into principal beliefs and feelings about school
culture and student achievement, a select number of principals (N=8) from the
participating schools were invited to answer the following five questions:
1. To what do you attribute your school culture?
2. What have you done to shape the culture of the school?
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3. What are the targets you have for continuing to foster and develop a healthy
school culture?
4. To what extent do you feel school culture impacts student achievement?
5. To what extent does student achievement impact school culture?
Chapter four presented common patterns of answers that were discussed by the
principals from each of the ranked culture group. The responses garnered from the
principal interviews were analyzed in search of similarities and differences of the replies
based on the placement of the principal’s school in either the top 33%, middle 33%, or
bottom 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey. The responses uncovered some
patterns of beliefs shared by all of the principals, regardless of culture score placement, as
well as patterns of beliefs within the three ranked groups based on culture scores.
When analyzing the principal responses regarding the factors they attributed to
their specific school culture, there was consensus among the groups. Each group had
individual principals responding that having a shared vision and values, concentrating on
teamwork, and focusing on collaboration and cooperation were key components to their
school culture. Although there was a good amount of similarities among the responses
across the ranked culture groups, the researcher did make note of one difference in the
type of responses given.
The researcher found that as the answers were reviewed from top to bottom, with
principals’ responses from high culture schools at the top and low culture schools at the
bottom, the degree of details in the responses changed. Particularly, the responses
provided from the principals whose schools had the highest culture were very detailed
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and included specific initiatives created with the intent to build a strong cultural
foundation. For example, respondents from high culture schools referred to planned
activities created with the hope that specific outcomes would build upon the established
culture. These principals noted precise plans for continuing to cultivate the positive
culture that had been flourishing.
Responses from principals whose schools had moderate to low culture scores
across the population, made note of initiatives and activities designed to address school
culture, however, these actions were not as specifically explained and did not appear to
go as deep into the components of school culture. The respondents from these groups
shared ideas on nurturing their culture, but did not appear to be as well versed about their
specific actions and the anticipated outcomes. This observation could support the notion
that high culture schools may not have any more depth in their vision and values as
reinforced by their leader; however, when compared to lower culture schools, high
culture schools may have more culture-related structures and specific actions in place.
When examining what principals leading schools from across the cultural score
continuum had done to shape the culture of their school, there was a collective pattern of
responses. Principals from each of the three ranked culture groups discussed the
implementation of team building activities and celebrations designed to create a sense of
community. Shared decision making and the establishment of shared expectations for the
school environment were also common responses given by respondents across the three
groups. A difference the researcher noted across the groups was the focus of these
activities and celebrations and the purposes behind them. Principals representing schools
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with top culture scores discussed specific activities intended to further engage the faculty
in shared learning experiences while also continuing to foster the established culture of
the school. The activities noted by principals representing schools with lower culture
scores were also intended to create shared experiences among the faculty, yet it was not
inferred that these activities were designed to build upon an already established vision.
Moreover, it appeared that the responses of principals from schools with higher cultures
tended to include more group-directed initiatives, rather than a self-directed approach as
included in some answers provided by the respondents from the middle 33% and bottom
33% groups.
An analysis of the specific targets principals from the three ranked groups had for
fostering and developing a healthy school culture, the responses were varied. The
responses provided by principals from schools scoring in the top 33% of culture scores
were centered on continuing to do what they had already been doing, essentially
massaging the established vision and values and designing activities to keep people on
board with these tenets. Responses provided by principals from the middle 33% and
bottom 33% of culture scores were more detailed and included specific actions designed
with the intent to create more opportunities for team building, team work,
communication, decision-making, and shared experiences in order to foster and develop a
healthy culture. The differences in responses between the high culture schools and
moderate to lower culture schools indicated that schools with high culture have already
established their culture and therefore are continuing to work towards maintaining this
culture. It was found that the responses from the principals of these schools were more
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vague and abstract. Conversely, the responses from schools with moderate to lower
culture scores were much more specific which suggested that these schools were still in
the process of building their cultures and they were continuing to work towards creating
opportunities for culture to thrive.
When reviewing the responses regarding principals’ beliefs about the impact of
school culture and student achievement, there was consensus across the three ranked
groups. Every respondent remarked in agreement that school culture played a role in
influencing student achievement. The responding principals not only concurred that
school culture impacted student achievement; they noted that it was one of the most
important factors attributed to student achievement. This shared belief among this
population of school leaders was matched by the vast body of research on the subject of
school culture and student achievement. The fact that each of the responding principals
believed that school culture was important when addressing student achievement
suggested that each of these individuals had put an emphasis on their school’s culture,
albeit to a different degree and from varying perspectives.
An analysis of the question regarding the extent that student achievement impacts
school culture, the respondents’ remarks were diverse. Similar to the previous question,
every principal agreed that student achievement influenced school culture, yet the extent
of this influence differed. Each respondent concurred that school culture thrived on
student achievement, but some felt that this influence was not as strong as the reverse
relationship. Specifically, principals from each of the three ranked groups discussed the
notion that the level of student achievement directly impacted the school culture.
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Responding principals representing each of the three culture groups noted that a high
level of achievement could positively impact culture, while a lower level of achievement
could have a negative impact on the school culture. This finding is analogous with the
previous discussion suggesting that the principals took the schools’ level of achievement
into account when addressing their school’s culture.
The diversity in responses indicated that school leaders, regardless of school
culture score or achievement status, differed in their beliefs about the extent to which
student achievement impacted culture. This diversion begs the question: which variable
has the bigger impact? Does school culture impact student achievement or does student
achievement impact school culture? The consensus among the responding principals was
that school culture unquestionably influenced student achievement; however the inverse
relationship was not as arguably definitive.
A trend that was uncovered through this analysis was the fact that principals from
high culture schools, which did not demonstrate the same high levels of achievement
found at the lower culture schools, expressed a stronger belief that student achievement
impacted school culture compared to the principals responding from schools in the lowest
33% of school culture scores, who had higher levels of student achievement. This
interesting detail, which would not be expected given the culture scores, student
achievement data, and related literature, suggested that additional investigations into
these relationships would be warranted.
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The findings revealed through this qualitative data analysis supported the research
that school leaders are key players in the establishment of school culture (Barth, 2001;
2002 ;Deal & Peterson, 1999; Eilers & Comacho,2007; Marshall, 2005; Sergiovanni,
1990; 2005; Trubowitz, 2005;). Barth (2001, 2002) maintained that leaders must be
aware of their culture and demonstrate commitment to addressing the cultural issues at
their schools. Similarly, Deal and Peterson (1999, 2002) argued that leaders must make
every effort to understand and reflect on a school’s culture as this behavior is essential
before changes can be addressed. In congruence with the patterns revealed through the
principal interviews, Trubowitz (2005) felt that leaders could work toward increasing
positive school cultures through exploring how the structures of communication,
reflection, collaboration, collegiality, and respect to further develop a positive school
climate. In conclusion, the attributions of principals will guide their leadership and fuel
what they feel is important to create a successful school. Whether the leadership focus is
on student achievement, school culture, or the relationship each variable has on the other,
the extent to which a school principal attributes success, will ultimately be at the heart of
his/her leadership.
Conclusions
This study sought: (a) to determine the differences between the experiential
background and demographic make-up of the three ranked groups; (b) to determine the
relationship, if any, between participating Seminole County Schools’ overall school
culture and student achievement as measured by third grade students scoring at level 3
and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading; (c) to determine the relationships, if any, between
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the three key components of culture (collaboration, collegiality, and selfdetermination/efficacy) and student achievement as measured by third grade students
scoring at level 3 and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading; (d) to determine the relationship
between principal tenure and school culture; and (e) to discover principals’ beliefs about
the relationship between school culture and student achievement. Following a thorough
review of the literature on organizational culture, particularly school culture and its
impact on a school and student achievement, and a complete analysis of the collected
school culture and student achievement data, the researcher concluded the following:
1. An analysis comparing the demographic composition of the responding teachers
from the participating schools and their school’s placement in the top 33%,
middle 33% and the bottom 33% of school culture scores was concluded to have
no significant difference.
2. Although much of the makeup of the three ranked groups was homogeneous,
especially for the variables associated with gender and ethnicity, some slight
differences were found. It was found that teachers from schools scoring in the
bottom 33% of culture scores on the School Culture Triage Survey had one to one
and a half more years of total teaching experience and years of teaching
experience at their present school. It was also noted that these schools had more
teachers with ten or more years of teaching experience, both overall and within
their present schools.
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3. When reviewing the highest level of degree earned and the percentages of
teachers with alternative certification, it was found that more teachers from
schools in the top 33% on the School Culture Triage Survey had specialist and
doctorate degrees and more teachers in this group obtained their teaching
certificate via an alternative certification program.
4. It was found that that there was no statistically significant relationship between
the overall school culture of participating Seminole County Public Schools’
elementary schools as measured by the teacher responses recorded on the selfadministered School Culture Triage Survey and student achievement as measured
by the participating schools’ percentages of third grade students scoring at level 3
and above on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
5. A relationship between the each of the three key components of culture
(collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy), and student
achievement was not found to be statistically significant. Specifically, there was
no statistically significant relationship between the collaboration scores on the
School Culture Triage Survey and student achievement data on the 2007 FCAT
Reading. There was no statistically significant relationship between the
collegiality scores on the School Culture Triage Survey and student achievement
data on the 2007 FCAT Reading. Likewise, there was no statistically significant
relationship between the self-determination/efficacy scores on the School Culture
Triage Survey and student achievement data on the 2007 FCAT Reading.
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6. It was found that there was no statistically significant relationship between a
participating school’s mean culture score as measured by the School Culture
Triage Survey and the number of years the principal of that school has been in
his/her leadership role (tenure). Principal tenure for the participating schools was
a mean of 3.26 years.
7. A qualitative analysis of participating principals’ responses uncovered slight
differences in beliefs held by principals’ with varying mean school culture scores
as measured by the School Culture Triage Survey. Principals’ leading schools
from all three ranked groups based on school culture made comparable remarks to
the interview questions concerning their beliefs about school culture and student
achievement. Differences in reference to the purposeful specificity of school
culture plans and structures were noted; however, the respondents largely
believed that the creation of shared visions and values were important.
8. An analysis of the principal interviews found that the respondents believed that
school culture did impact student achievement and vice versa. There was
consensus among the groups when discussing the impact of school culture on
student achievement; however the same degree of decisiveness was not shared
when discussing the impact of student achievement on school culture.
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Implications and Recommendations
Wagner and Masden-Copas (2002) asserted that culture was the ‘missing link’
often neglected when student achievement reforms and school improvement models were
embarked upon. In this time of substantial school reform movements to meet the
changing needs of the global market, many researchers have argued that change without
considering the transformation of the educational culture of the learning environment will
most certainly fail (Deal & Peterson, 1999, 2002; Gallego, Hollingsworth, & Whiteneck,
2001; MacNeil, 2005; Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002). These strong statements and the
fact that many new national and state school reform and accountability measures have
inundated schools and districts since the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act of
2002 sparked the researcher’s interest in the current study.
Past research studies examining the relationship between school culture and
student achievement yielded results indicating a strong relationship between a school’s
culture and the achievement of its students (Cunningham, 2003; Hoy & Hannum, 1997;
Gruenert, 2005; Macneil, Prater, & Busch, 2007; Melton-Shutt, 2004; Van Der
Westhuizen, Mosoge, Swanepoel, & Coetsee, 2005;). In particular, these studies found
that the higher the culture of the school, the higher the achievement of the students, and
vice versa with lower culture and lower achievement. Moreover, several of the studies
included results to support the research regarding the influence that collaboration,
collegiality, and self-determination/efficacy have on school culture (Cunningham, 2003;
Melton-Shutt, 2004), further bolstering Phillips and Wagner’s (2003) belief that
collegiality, which included the concept of collaboration, and self-efficacy were the “two
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most important variables in assessing the culture of a school, classroom, or entire school
district” (p. 4).
The findings of this study did not corroborate the aforementioned results, nor did
they agree with the large body of research on the positive relationship between school
culture and student achievement. As reported, the data collected from this study did not
reveal any statistically significant relationships between school culture, the three key
components of school culture, and student achievement, nor did any major findings with
regard to teacher experiences and demographics among the ranked culture groups come
to light. These findings, although unexpected and unmatched by the existing literature,
and not anticipated by the researcher, did evoke some implications and considerations for
future research on this topic.
The findings revealed in this research study suggested that there are no cut and
dry relationships between school culture and student achievement. The fact that
numerous other studies on the subject have produced what one may call “classical
results:” high culture = high achievement, low culture = low achievement, the results of
this study infer that there is more research to be done. These results indicated that a
linear relationship between high culture and high achievement is not necessarily
predictable; therefore more in-depth research on these relationships would enhance the
current body of literature. The findings of this study support the notion that more data
associated with school culture needs to be studied in order to shed more light on the
‘how’ and ‘why’ of these relationships. If there is truth to the literature’s implication that
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school reform, absent of attention to school culture, will not succeed, then continued
analysis and understanding about these relationships should be paramount.
After reviewing the literature and analysis of data in this study, the researcher
believes that future studies should include on-site observations, anecdotal records, and indepth interviews with teachers and principals. These findings could serve to augment the
quantitative data collected through culture surveys and student achievement data. This
multi-pronged research approach may further explain the individual variables associated
with culture that might not be exposed through a quantitative survey instrument. This
type of analysis would also allow the researcher to observe staff development practices,
which take into account the three key components of culture: collaboration, collegiality,
and self-determination/efficacy. Other variations to this study, which could produce
different results, further enhance the body of research on school culture and student
achievement, and/or provide alternate explanations to the existing relationships revealed
here and in other studies, are included in the Recommendations for Future Research
section below.

Recommendations for Future Research
Future recommendations for research were based on the current data analysis.
These recommendations include:
1. This study could be repeated using a population of middle school or high school
teachers within the same school district, or in different districts and/or states.
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2. This study could be repeated using a different area of student achievement, such
as mathematics, science, or writing, or with students from fourth or fifth grades.
3. This study could be repeated using a different measure of student achievement,
such as Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) or
Scholastic Reading Inventory (SRI) scores in elementary school or SAT or ACT
scores, or achievement in Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate
programs in high schools.
4. This study could be repeated with a population of first year teachers and post first
year teachers to determine if school culture perceptions vary among these two
groups.
5. This study could be repeated with a population of administrators and teachers to
determine if school culture perceptions vary among the two groups.
6. This study could be repeated with a population of school district personnel to
determine the culture of this group compared to student achievement across the
district.
7. This study could be repeated with a population of teachers from middle school or
high school and elementary school to determine if school culture perceptions and
student achievement vary among the school settings.
8. This study could be repeated in the same school district in a few years and
determine if the results are the same.
9. This study could be repeated in school district that has more economic diversity to
determine if the same results would apply.
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10. This study could be repeated using a larger sample size, perhaps with larger
school districts, or with state and national populations.
11. This study could be conducted with an emphasis on the achievement of students
with disabilities or students enrolled in the English Language Learners (ELL)
program.
12. This study could be repeated to determine a relationship between school culture
and other school effectiveness measures, such as parent involvement, community
support, and teacher retention.
13. This study could be repeated to determine a relationship between the construct of
school climate and student achievement, whereby schools respond to survey
instruments designed to measure school climate.
14. This study could be conducted to determine a relationship between climate and
culture and student achievement. The population could respond to different
survey instruments designed to measure each construct and determine how each
measure relates to student achievement.
15. This study could be repeated to determine how a principal’s beliefs about school
culture are related to a school’s student achievement.
16. This study could be conducted to further determine which construct has more
impact on the relationship between school culture and student achievement: does
school culture impact student achievement or does student achievement impact
school culture?
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17. This study could be conducted as a longitudinal study looking at student
achievement gains over a period of years and the relationship to school culture.
18. This study could be conducted in a similar fashion with the addition of a longterm qualitative component. Detailed observational data and anecdotal records
would be collected in particular schools over a long period of time.
19. This study could be repeated using a pre- and post-data approach. School culture
and student achievement data would be collected at the beginning of a school year
or time frame. Professional practices designed to improve school culture would
be implemented. Following implementation, school culture and student
achievement data would be collected again and compared to determine any
changes and relationships.
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